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Abstract 
 
This project, “Collective Identity and Conflict”, is a largely theoretical 
approach to gaining an understanding of how identity groups are shaped and 
reinforced, and why opposing groups get into seemingly unsolvable conflicts. 
We create a synthesis of theory on collective identity and social conflict 
mechanisms by drawing upon the fields of social psychology, sociology and 
cultural studies. Our ambition is to construct a comprehensive body of 
knowledge, which will be helpful when analyzing and deciphering most large-
scale intergroup conflict situations. To illustrate how our theory may be applied 
to such situations, we have included a case study of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. 
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Introduction 
 
The world was watching as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict took yet another 
violent turn in the winter of 2008/2009. The events of those weeks, destructive 
as they were, served as an inspiration for this project. Unable to comprehend 
why this conflict like so many others around the world have proven to be so 
difficult to resolve, we went about researching the fields of collective identity 
and social conflict. Our hope is that we may gain a deeper understanding of the 
hostility which is present between social groups and why these feelings are 
acted upon on such a large scale. Therefore, we have chosen to exemplify our 
theoretical work through a case study of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
Seven out of the eight members of this group are born and raised in 
Denmark. Not having experienced highly escalated intergroup conflict 
ourselves we had difficulties understanding the passionate outbreaks between 
the populations that continue to plague the Middle East and other regions. 
However, one group member is Israeli, and she has taken this opportunity to 
step back from the situation and attempt to adopt an objective approach to the 
conflict. 
 
Problem Definition 
On the basis of this, we developed our research question:  
 
 
  
 
 
How can a synthesis of theory on the shaping and reinforcement of 
collective identity, and corresponding social conflict theory, 
contribute to an understanding of the mechanisms of large-scale 
intergroup conflicts? 
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Our research area and general area of interest is the identification of the 
processes that take place in the shaping of conflicts. Furthermore, we work from 
the presumption that the concept of collective identity plays a significant part in 
the continuation of many conflicts. Subsequently we attempt to exemplify a 
combination of the theory gathered by transferring it to our case study. 
The title chosen for this project is Collective Identity and Conflict, not only 
because it describes the core issue and theory of the overall problematic, but 
also because we see these fields of study as innately interconnected. Conflict is 
an unavoidable phenomenon of human interrelations, but need not manifest 
itself in such a violent and destructive manner, as is all too often seen. Through 
investigation of relevant theories, we wish to develop a comprehension of how 
and why intergroup conflicts arise and escalate. 
 
Approach  
Our method then is to clarify the theory we find to be useful in gaining an 
understanding of the processes of intergroup conflict. This entails firstly 
defining and examining the concept of collective identity. To do this, we have 
looked into the different aspects which play a role in the shaping and 
strengthening of this identity.  
Furthermore, we will look into conflict theory, in order to gain an insight 
into the processes which create and escalate a conflict such as the one taking 
place in the Middle East.  
We will then attempt to put the theory we find relevant into perspective by 
relating it to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, in order to discover if we can 
achieve a deeper understanding of what creates these powerful events. We will 
do this partly on the basis of interviews conducted within both populations, and 
partly on communicational analysis of online published media examples.  
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Delimitation 
We have decided to chart the concept of collective identity theoretically in 
order to gain a thorough understanding of some of the processes that could 
potentially be involved in the creation of such identities. Through a deeper 
consideration of the functioning psychological processes within collective 
identity we therefore aim to contribute to a better understanding of conflict in 
general. Because of this choice of approach, and given the geographical placing 
of our case study, we have deliberately disregarded any conduction of fieldwork 
of our own, because we consider it to provide little research value in the light of 
our main objectives. 
 
Dimensions and Anchoring 
This project is anchored in the dimensions of Subjectivity and Learning and 
History and Culture. Throughout the project we will deal with processes of 
identification and how they affect an individual’s understanding of the world. 
We see the individual as being unable to function without some connection to 
the social world around him. This means relating to other people, something 
which is not always unproblematic. Furthermore, when we as human beings 
attempt to understand the social world, we apply certain strategies which we 
consider to be beneficial for us in understanding the conflict we are dealing 
with. The focus on the individual, presented in the dimension of Subjectivity 
and Learning can help us create this understanding. 
Large-scale conflict cannot be studied and understood without consideration 
to the cultural and historical context from which it has arisen. The processes 
which drive the conflict are highly contingent on the historical and cultural 
setting in which they operate. Furthermore, some of the contributing factors in 
the creation of a collective identity, which we suppose play a large part in the 
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continuation of the conflict, are dependent on historical groupings, traditional 
identifications and loyalties. Therefore we choose to bring this aspect into our 
project as well, in order to better grasp the scope of conflict situations, thereby 
anchoring it in the dimension of History and Culture.  
 
In essence this project is interdisciplinary, consequently it is anchored in a 
number of different scientific branches within the humanities. The project is 
anchored in Psychology, Educational Studies, Communication, and Cultural 
Encounters.  
We are exploring how collective identity is shaped and reinforced, in other 
words, how members of a group learn their shared identity. The main bulk of 
our theory is based on a social psychological perspective, hereby anchoring it in 
the field of Psychology. Educational Studies is the subject which investigates 
how human beings learn in specific contexts, for instance through mechanisms 
such as collective memory the mindset of identity groups is reproduced. 
Intergroup and intragroup communication also plays a vital role in shaping and 
defining groups and their differences. Therefore we consider the field of 
Communication to be an overt part of our project. Lastly, we include Cultural 
Encounters as a key subject in our project, since we are looking not only at the 
shaping of collective identities but also at the conflicts which occur between 
groups of separate cultures.  
 
Semester Theme 
In relation to the semester theme of Citizenship, we see our project as 
dealing with this aspect of societal relation on a level of ideological affiliation, 
instead of merely a formal categorization. Citizenship can mean membership of 
a state with clear boundaries, but we also see citizenship as being constituted in 
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the identificational processes which connect and collect people. This does not 
necessarily limit itself to the rigid categorization of national citizenship, but can 
occur across borders and official relations. We see citizenship as arising in the 
collective feelings of identification that can be found among individuals in any 
social grouping. 
 
Plan of the Project 
Our project consists of three main chapters, the first two of which are our 
theoretical foundation. Chapter 1: Collective Identity Theory contains a 
theoretical exploration into areas relating to and explaining the concept of 
collective identity. 
In Chapter 2: Theory on Social Conflict we have collected theory about the 
mechanisms of social conflict and present concepts of conflict resolution.   
Chapter 3: Case Study – The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict is an analysis 
which puts the theoretical considerations from the first chapters into use in a 
case study of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
In our Discussion – Important Considerations we put our work into a 
broader perspective by considering the most vital points covered by our 
research.  
Lastly we present the final results of our work in our Conclusion – 
Understanding Collective Identity and Conflict.  
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Chapter 1: Collective Identity Theory 
 
The aim of this project is to understand what mechanisms contribute to the 
creation and reinforcement of collective identity within a group as well as what 
role these processes might play in relation to the escalation of conflict. In order 
to have a clear approach to answering our research question, we need to keep 
the following in mind.  
We use the term “collective identity” as an interdisciplinary term, 
containing elements from sociological and psychological traditions of thought. 
The term implies a feeling of we-ness and perceived common interests in a 
group. This feeling can arise within almost any group in any context. The 
shaping and reinforcement of this we-ness maintains and strengthens the 
collective identity.  
Distinguishing between personal identity, social identity and collective 
identity is important, which we will do later on. This chapter is dedicated to the 
investigation of a broad range of concepts and theories, which can help us gain 
a wide insight into various mechanisms at work in intergroup relationships.  
Collective identity is a more fluid, tentative construction than the often very 
categorical social identities people adhere to. Social identities are to some extent 
attributed to individuals to aid positioning and orientation in social spaces1, 
whereas collective identity is based more on a shared understanding or 
perception of self. The concept entails some aspect of collective agency in the 
pursuit of these common interests.  
In order to understand how collective identities are expressed by the 
individuals and influence the world, and the individuals that take part in 
them/identify with them, the processes that take place are conceptualized as 
                                                
1 Snow 2001, 2 
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"identity work". Identity work is the individual and collective activities people 
take part in to establish and signal who they are and what they stand for, in 
order to identify themselves to their surroundings and to establish themselves in 
relation to the "other" or set of others2. This is done by the employment of 
symbolic resources in order to determine and redetermine collectivity 
"internally and externally by accenting commonalities and differences"3. These 
symbolic resources are for example shared gestures, talk, style of dress that give 
substance to the "real" or imagined we-ness and collectivity4.   
Further on in the report our findings regarding identity will be put in 
relation to conflict theory, thereby providing us with a broader insight into the 
mechanisms at work in the escalation of conflicts. The following chapter thus 
starts out with an introduction to different perspectives on the shaping of 
identity and social groups, followed by a section based on the implications of 
the broader societal processes in the reinforcement of collective identity through 
collective memory. Lastly, we look into the role of cultural trauma in the 
formation of social bonds. 
 
Personal, Social and Collective Identity 
In order to understand which psychological implications are at stake when 
an individual enters into a group, it is important to clarify the differences 
between the concept of personal identity, the concept of social identity and the 
concept of collective identity. In this chapter, we will examine different 
psychological conceptualisations of identity, in order to arrive at a general 
theoretical understanding of the mechanisms at work within the networks of 
                                                
2 Snow 2001, 6 
3 Snow 2001, 6 
4 Snow 2001, 8-9 
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groups. From there, we will attempt to investigate possible sources capable of 
generating conflict between such groups.  
 
Different Selves, Different Roles  
It should follow from the distinction made between personal identity, social 
identity and collective identity that the switching between different perceptions 
of identity is a contextual matter, bound to the specific time and space occupied 
by the individual. This means that none of the identities presented in this 
chapter are mutually exclusive; they are simply rearranged in accordance with 
the different “roles”5 typically assumed by the individual throughout his 
everyday life.  
 
We have found particular theories developed by Carl Gustav Jung (1875-
1961) to be of great importance in attempting to grasp the duality of the 
individual mind, which seems to be so crucial to the homogenous nature of the 
us vs. them separation commonly made in times of conflict. While Jung is more 
famous for his therapeutic analytical work, we argue that his thoughts on more 
social psychological oriented conceptualizations are highly relevant for our 
project and fits well with the rest of the theory on collective identity.6  
Carl Jung conceptualises the necessity of relating to the social world as the 
Persona7, the mask worn by the individual when presenting himself to his social 
surroundings. The Persona acts as a compromise between the individual role 
and the social role, and is an attempt to adjust the wearer to the socially 
desirable norms which dominate the “stage” on which the action of socialisation 
                                                
5 It has been theorised how the individual can be thought of as an actor who stages his own 
performances in accordance with the social contexts in which he engages. Goffman 1959, 1-8  
6 Grønkjær 1994, 133 
7 Grønkjær 1994, 133 
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is played out. Jung ascribes remarkable value to the adoption of a Persona, an 
action which could otherwise be negatively associated with the attempt of being 
someone you are not. He insists that without an appropriately constructed 
Persona, individuals will experience a sense of detachment from their social 
surroundings, as their inability to assume the roles necessary to gain social 
acceptance will alienate them from the crowd. In other words, solely living out 
your individual role as you see fit can be regarded as a social handicap due to 
the expectations put forth by the general norms dominating your existence.  
Jung conceptualises the dark impulses of the individual unconsciousness as 
the Shadow8, the antagonist of the Persona, which in turn represents everything 
that is socially undesirable about the individual. As a way of repressing one’s 
own dark sides, they are often unconsciously projected onto individuals 
contained in other groups, who consequently become carriers of this projection 
of negativity. Thus, the individual makes use of different kinds of roles, be they 
socially, psychologically, or culturally defined, as a means to optimise his own 
sense of identity. This asks for a scapegoat in the form of the other, represented 
in the groups to which the individual does not belong. This way of assuming 
roles in order to fit in, and prescribing roles to others that they may not fit in, is 
a crucial factor in sowing discord between social groups. 
Although George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) is predominantly known for 
his work in the discipline of social behaviorism, and thus typically takes a 
slightly different approach to the uncovering of mechanisms within and 
between human beings, some of his ideas fit well with collective identity 
theory. His distinction between the “I” and the “Me” tells the same story of the 
                                                
8
 Unlike the Persona, which is regarded as a prerequisite for social success, the Shadow 
cannot be said to pose any advantages in itself. However, Jung emphasises the possibility of 
acknowledging one’s dark sides and learning to live with them; by raising one’s awareness of 
their existence one can embrace them, rather than neglect them and thereby unconsciously 
project them onto the Other. However, only the personal Shadow can be integrated in this 
way. The collective Shadow prevails as “Evil is embedded in Human nature.” Grønkjær 
1994, 133 
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duality of the human mind as does the work of Jung, albeit by means of a 
different conceptualization. We have decided to incorporate his ideas into our 
project in order to illustrate the scope at which the idea of a multiple identities is 
being operationalized, something which is further underscored by the 
interdisciplinary qualities of collective identity theory.9 
Mead differentiates between the concept of the “Me” and the concept of the 
“I”10. The Me is said to be the social concept of self, whereas the I seems to be 
the closest thing we get to a social psychological conceptualisation of 
individuality. It is furthermore argued that, at times when a discrepancy arises 
between the wants and needs of the Me and the I, respectively, a consequent 
discrepancy will naturally arise between the individual’s social interests and its 
personal interests. This discrepancy gives birth to conflict when analysed from a 
collective perspective. Impulses, also referred to as tendencies of behaviour in 
the terms of behaviouristic social psychology, are said to fall in two groups 
when perceived from a social perspective, namely, impulses that lead to social 
cooperation and impulses that lead to social antagonism. The bottom line is that 
the construction of social identities always asks of the individual to take a 
divisive standpoint; an inclusionary standpoint to some groups is an 
exclusionary standpoint to other groups. These standpoints initiate the 
formation of in-groups and out-groups, and lay the foundation for intergroup 
conflict.  
In keeping with the multidimensionality of the concept of self, some 
researchers also argue that it is no longer possible to perceive the individual as a 
self-contained entity, due to the sprawling network of socialization into which 
he enters: “In light of the rise of compelling research on the relational, 
                                                
9 Mead 2005, 200  
10 Mead 2005, 200 
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collective, and contextual self, the traditional way of equating the self with the 
individual does not seem to hold up anymore.”11  
Other researchers go so far as to argue that there is no such thing as a 
personal identity, since it is impossible for the individual to evaluate himself 
entirely independently of the social structures in which he finds himself, 
regardless of whether he is engaged in socialisation or not at the time of 
evaluation.  
It is argued that the process of socialisation is a lifelong one, and that it 
shapes the individual in accordance with the different social groups into which 
he enters throughout his everyday life. Even in infancy, the child is exposed to a 
set of exterior objects to which it relates, these being predominantly the mother 
and the father in the beginning, and from thereon, its life retains a degree of 
social influence that is unavoidable. According to that line of argumentation, it 
does not make sense to speak of an isolated personal identity; in a social world, 
the individual can never be seen in isolation.12      
 
From Specificity to Generality  
Judging by the aforementioned, it would then seem more in place to focus 
upon the different aspects of social identity and collective identity, than on the 
isolated personal identity, given the fact that we will look into the mechanisms 
at work within broader social frameworks in the following chapters. 
If there indeed is such a thing as a personal identity, it can theoretically be 
evaluated in very specific terms, since it by definition solely takes into account 
the characteristics that make up the individual in his personal sphere. These 
terms would encompass skills, attitudes, viewpoints, and in general, all 
                                                
11 Sedikides & Brewer 2001, 7   
12 Sedikides & Brewer 2001, 1-3 
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attributes unique to that particular individual.13 Evaluating a social identity, 
however, necessitates operating with broader terms which are able to 
successfully sum up the commonalities between the different individuals of a 
group. Such evaluations might include age, social class, gender, or anything else 
that stands representative of all group members.14 Even though groups are 
defined on the basis of many factors across the various academic disciplines, 
social psychology specifically defines a group by means of group size, group 
atmosphere, task structure and leadership structure.15 
 
Group Cohesiveness 
In the sense that the members of a group are aware of their belonging to the 
group, and are positively involved with the group, it is beneficial to understand 
the processes that create these favorable feelings of attachment to a potentially 
arbitrary collection of people. The term “cohesiveness” is used within social 
psychology to conceptualize the feelings of attachment, identification and 
attraction that are associated with social groups. The term can be used 
interchangeably with, for example, solidarity, unity or we-ness. According to 
Hogg,16 cohesiveness is present and functioning in all groups, no matter the size 
or composition, although the degree of cohesiveness may vary, both within the 
individual members of the group and when viewing the group as a whole.17  
In order to understand this property of group cohesiveness, we must 
discover and clarify the underlying psychological processes that are in play in 
the creation of this cohesiveness. The use of this concept, then, can be seen as 
                                                
13 Wetherell et al. 1996, 6-7  
14 Wetherell et al. 1996, 6-7 
15 Hogg 1992, 2 
16 Hogg 1992, 1 
17
 Hogg 1992, 3. Michael A. Hogg is professor of social psychology and has conducted 
extensive research within group processes and social identity theory. 
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an attempt to explain group phenomena in terms of individual, psychological 
processes.  
The term was formalized in 1950 by Festinger et al.,18  who conducted 
research which could conclude that a group was a “number of interacting and 
sociometrically connected people”.19 Sociometrically connected people are 
people who in some way engage in relations within and through a social 
structure. Friendships for example constitute a sociometric connection, and 
Festinger argues that although friendships may just link people loosely, they 
may end up making the people involved develop into a more cohesive group.  
In their work, Festinger et al. reach the conclusion that cohesiveness is the 
“total field of forces which act on members to remain in a group”20 . This field 
of forces is constituted by different psychological processes taking place 
between the members of the group and within the individual members.  
 
Factors in the Creation of Cohesiveness 
One of the psychological processes at work to create cohesiveness in a 
group is the concept of attraction. Attraction, as a force at work within a group, 
functions in relation to various aspects of the group. Social psychology talks 
about attraction in relation to the group itself, making the group attractive for 
membership in its own right. Furthermore, attraction on the interpersonal level 
is also considered the deciding factor of group attractiveness as a whole. In this 
case, it is the possession of satisfactory and rewarding relationships with the 
individuals within the group that determine the attractiveness of the group. 
However, when dealing with larger social groups, the concept of social 
attraction also plays a role. This is discussed later in the chapter. 
                                                
18 Festinger et al. conducted group experiments within social psychology which have since 
attained status as classics. 
19
 Hogg 1992, 20 
20 Hogg 1992, 20 
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Another factor contributing to the degree of cohesiveness of the group is the 
ability of the group to facilitate the achievement of goals for the members. 
These goals take a variety of forms. They could simply be the social interaction 
provided by the group, or they could be more specific individual goals which 
require interdependence of group members to achieve21. This is in general 
perceived to be a deciding factor of the overall attractiveness of the group. The 
group is ascribed value on the basis of the interpersonal relationships facilitated 
by the group, and attraction to individual members will mean attraction to the 
group22.  
The degree of interdependence between the members of a group can 
contribute to the cohesiveness of the group, when interdependence satisfies the 
needs of group members. 
When we are dealing with larger groups, as we are in the case of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, it is useful to attempt different conceptualizations of group 
cohesiveness.   
A factor which can be considered when looking into the processes of groups 
is the concept of deindividuation. This process takes into account the possibility 
of an individual within a group directing less attention inward, therefore losing 
some awareness of his own private self, identity and values. This can be seen as 
making the individual more susceptible to the norms, opinions and values of the 
group he is part of. This can result in a relaxing of morals and values and a 
reduction in the consideration for the consequences of actions23, as well as the 
individual conforming to the group.  
Deindividuation is furthermore considered to be in effect when individuals 
within the group consciously bring their morals and values in line with the 
norms of the group at the expense of their own ideals. When there is a reduction 
                                                
21 Hogg 1992, 21 
22 Hogg 1992, 23 
23 Hogg 1992, 84 
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of focus on the private needs of the individual, there is also a reduction in the 
degree of independence exhibited by the individual in question24, and thus a 
higher degree of group conformity. This can be termed as the self-awareness 
model of group behavior. 
We may also consider the role of emotion in the creation of social groups, 
and in the conflict we are attempting to understand.  
Parkinson et al. define group emotion as emotion that is dependent on and 
arises out of an individual’s affiliation with social groups.25 They also see 
emotion as playing a role in the degree to which individuals categorize 
themselves according to specific social groups, in the sense that if they agree 
with the emotions the group expresses, they will be more likely to identify with 
the group in question. Additionally, the degree to which the individual defines 
himself as member of a group will determine whether or not he is strongly 
influenced by the group’s emotions.26  
It has been found that group emotions are perceived as being more relevant 
to an individual if they affect members of the individual’s social group. 
Individuals are thus more likely to react to emotions expressed by others if they 
are perceived to affect the social group to which the individual belongs.27 
Emotional reactions can be elicited if group goals, norms or values are 
perceived to be challenged, or if they are positively identified with. We find this 
relevant to consider in the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict where each 
opposing group reacts very strongly to harmful actions perceived to have been 
committed against a member of their own social group by the opposing group.  
Emotion can also be seen against the backdrop of cultural identifications. 
Some claim that the emotional reaction displayed by individuals is at least 
                                                
24 Hogg 1992, 85 
25 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 92 
26 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 116 
27 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 130 
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partly dependent on the already existing cultural conventions influencing the 
individual.28 Furthermore, cultural norms and conventional modes of action in a 
group context can contribute to determining how we experience and express 
emotion.29  
 
Collective Victimization  
When an individual has been exposed to conflict, and even after the actual 
conflict has ended, the feeling of suffering through victimhood can endure. This 
feeling can tie the members of a group together, creating a sense of “us”, who 
have been wronged, and “them”, those who harmed us.30 
The in-group will then be less willing to show empathy towards the out-
group, creating even bigger gaps to overcome when trying to reconcile the two. 
Therefore, this is an important notion to look at, if one wishes to understand this 
factor in a given intergroup conflict.  
Sylvan and Nadler31 have researched victimization as a factor in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. They believe that victimhood is socially constructed 
because incidents occurring outside of the group have an effect on the members 
and their sense of victimhood. The incident can either increase or reduce the 
feeling of victimhood, depending on the level of commitment the member has 
to the in-group. 
If the person has a high sense of commitment, the awareness of 
victimization towards the in-group will produce the least empathy towards the 
out-group. However, if the person has a lower sense of commitment, the same 
                                                
28 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 11 
29 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 17 
30 Sylvan and Nadler 2004, 3 
31 Donald A. Sylvan and Arie Nadler respectively contribute with sociological and 
psychological perspectives on victimization. 
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information will have the opposite effect. The attention of this person has been 
lead to human suffering in general, and as such the empathy and openness has 
widened.32  
As a part of the concept of victimization, it is important to look at the role of 
memory. The passing on of feelings of victimhood reinforces collective trauma 
and therefore, as previously mentioned, the feeling of victimhood can remain in 
a group for a long time.  
“Memory is also important because the psychological consequences of 
inter-group violence can linger among members of previously victimized 
groups for generations after peace is restored.”33 
As stated here, members of a group will for generations have persisting 
feelings of victimhood. Even though remembrance of violent episodes towards 
in-group member is associated with pain, it is often important for the group to 
remember it.  
Sahdra and Ross34 suggest that the remembrance is important to the 
members’ feelings of social identity, and that it creates cohesion within the 
group.35  
Again, this concentration on the suffering and pain of the in-group pushes 
away the possibility of empathy and true reconciliation with the out-group.  
Memory can be manipulated in the way that violence committed by in-
group members is more easily forgotten. Sahdra and Ross suggest that members 
develop what is referred to as “blind spots” in this area by focusing only on 
information supporting their own view. This is, to a high degree, dependent on 
personal belief. A person is more willing to remember points which support 
their own beliefs.  
                                                
32 Sylvan and Nadler 2004, 5 
33 Sahdra and Ross 2007, 385 
34 Sahdra and Ross are both working within the discipline of social psychology   
35 Sahdra and Ross 2007, 385 
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The two researchers also highlight the fact that members of a group do not 
expect violence from other group members. In other words, members think and 
feel positively towards the in-group and will as such not expect a violent 
occurrence. The information given about possible harm performed by group 
members will therefore more easily be forgotten, as it is not in agreement with 
what is expected.36 
The influence of memory and trauma on the creation of collective identity 
will be further elaborated later in this chapter.  
 
Social Categorization  
Since we will be dealing with large social groups in our case study, it is 
relevant in the context of social psychology to think of them as social categories 
to which different people belong. The cognitive process of categorization is in 
general one of the most used strategies for understanding the world. Social 
categorization is the process of grouping people into easily understandable 
boxes, so that they can be characterized as like or unlike the self. This is highly 
relevant for our study of large groups and our attempt to understand their 
behavior.  
Social categorisation is probably facilitated by the very nature of groups; 
groups themselves can be thought of as social constructs in which patchworks 
of a variety of different interests, opinions and ideologies are brought together 
by individual members. These differentiations, however, are in their subtlety 
overshadowed by an overarching image of the group that supposedly fuses all 
group members together under one common belief, which in turn is likely to be 
the only belief mainstreamed to those outside of the social contexts of the 
group. Within a group, the most natural thing to look for is the binding 
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 Sahdra and Ross 2007, 385 
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commonalities, since they are the ones that define the group, legitimise the 
existence of the group, and ultimately separates the group from all other groups. 
Had no commonalities been present among all members of the group, there 
would have been no foundation for the group in the incarnation on which it 
takes, and thus the group would lose its social meaning. 
Hence, the process of categorization is applied by members of groups in 
order to strengthen their perceptions of similarities to members of the same 
group, as well as to enhance perceptions of differences to members of other 
groups.37 This is done on the basis of factors that are contributory to the creation 
of the category in the first place.  
Furthermore, categorization is done on the basis of the individual’s self-
perception of his social identity. When the identity of the group is defined, a 
perception of an ideal member is created. Categorization to the group is then 
based on liking of and aspiration to live up to this ideal of the group member. 
This self-categorization is then producing conformity to group norms and a 
uniformity of behavior within the group.38  
The perception of the ideal member is used to depersonalize the attitudes 
toward the group, and make the group itself the point of focus, instead of 
depending on relationships between the individual members.  
An effect of this is the creation of social attraction toward the ideal member 
of the group, thereby diminishing the need for personal attraction to specific 
members of the group. This makes it easier for large groups, for example groups 
based on social categories to become cohesive, when the individual members 
can also develop an attraction to the group in itself as it is embodied by the 
group members.39 
                                                
37 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 121 
38 Hogg 1992, 94 
39 Hogg 1992, 100 
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When there is a clear conception of the group and a strong attraction to it, 
there can also be a strong negative attraction to well-defined out-groups. The 
more the individual members of another group live up to the ideal of their 
group, the more negative social attraction there will be between the members of 
the groups.40 This can have the effect of creating likes and dislikes of very 
stereotypical portrayals of people and the social groups they belong to. 
Evaluations of groups may sometimes yield rather general information, 
which of course is not a problem in itself. However, it might become a problem 
when seen from the perspective of those who do not take part in the group, as 
general information easily paves the way for generalisation in the eyes of the 
uninitiated and, as argued by many, this development can in turn lead to social 
categorisation41. 
To focus on the differences and variations between the individuals of a 
group is effectively to deconstruct it, and atomising a group makes it difficult to 
extract any meaning from the mechanisms at work within it. So therefore, social 
categorisation can at least be accredited as a way for people outside of groups to 
understand what these groups stand for; to understand the group by what makes 
the group the group, not by the individual differences behind its façade. 
 
Social Categorisation Problematized - The Creation of 
“us” and “them” 
Social categorisation might also take on forms which go beyond defining 
groups through their stereotypically apparent purposes and functions. In the 
case of prejudice in particular, it is rather a question of targeting some kind of 
                                                
40 Hogg 1992, 103 
41 Marilynn B. Brewer argues that, in the field of social psychology in particular, the concept 
of social categorisation is often used to distinguish between different social groups. Brewer 
2001 Snow 2001 
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popularly defined weakness, and sustaining a bias towards the victimised group 
by exclusively showcasing its weak sides.42 Prejudiced stereotyping risks 
drawing further mental distances between different groups with different 
convictions, and ultimately facilitates the distinction between “us” and 
“them”,43 a distinction commonly made in situations of group conflict.  
 
Recategorization and Decategorization as Potentially 
Mending Concepts 
Constructive criticism of the differences between groups is provided, by 
suggesting that social categorisation is a malleable concept. For example, when 
looking at intergroup relations, it seems obvious that a lot of social categories 
overlap at certain intersections.44 It is argued that, to optimise relations between 
different kinds of groups, it is imperative to leave stereotypical perceptions out 
of the picture and sustain focus on the factors which the different groups have in 
common, rather than looking into the ways in which they differ. This is an 
attempt to smooth out the biases created and maintained through the alienating 
nature of the “us” and “them” distinction.  
Also, “The Common Ingroup Identity Model”45 operates with concepts 
serving as reactions towards the idea of social categorization. These include 
recategorization, in which broader means of categorization are introduced to 
encompass previous out-groups as new in-groups, and decategorization, in 
which the common identity obtained between the members of merged social 
                                                
42 If we think of groups in national terms, examples of such prejudiced stereotyping would be 
the way Danish people sometimes speak of Sweden as a nation of drunkards, and how they 
sometimes state that all Finns carry knives around with them. 
43 ”Us” being the people belonging to the group, alternatively referred to as ”the in-group”, 
and ”them” being the people outside of the group, alternatively referred to as ”the out-group”. 
44 Considering that higher-level categories, such as countries, are inclusive of lower-level 
categories, such as the towns and cities occupying countries. 
45 Abrams et al. 2005, 249. 
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groups can lead to personalization of each individual as a separate entity in 
itself, not just a part of an integrated whole. Overall, the goal is to reduce the 
biases caused by intergroup relations between in-groups and out-groups.  
It is concluded that: “Categorizing people as members of one’s own group 
(the in-group) and other groups (out-groups) automatically initiates biases that 
produce and maintain more positive attitudes, stereotypes, and actions toward 
ingroup than toward outgroup members. Strategies for reducing bias can 
therefore productively be targeted at encouraging the recategorization of others 
in more inclusionary ways.”46 The goal, then, is to break down the most severe 
boundaries between social groups. 
 
Internal Social Categorization within Groups 
Social categorization is not just a template attributed to in-groups by out-
groups, as it is also happening among members within the same group.  
In experimental social psychology in particular, it has been researched how 
individuals sometimes conform to the majority of their group when engaged in 
discussions, effectively making the significance of their social identity, and the 
inevitable social categorization that it connotes, surpass that of their personal 
identity and the autonomy it carries with it.  
Keeping the way in which the self-perception of the individual undergoes a 
change with the integration into a group, the individual group members usually 
experience an enhancement of their previously held points of view after a group 
discussion. This means that, if one group member was mildly in favor of a 
certain course of action prior to the group discussion, he is likely to be more 
extreme in his favoring that course of action post the discussion. 
                                                
46 Abrams et al. 2005, 260 
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The most contemporary argument is that this hangs together with the way in 
which individuals first categories themselves as group members, whereupon 
they see themselves not as individuals but rather as an integrated group with 
enhanced shared ideas and values. This produces the extremity in viewpoints, 
referred to as a “polarization effect”, according to some researchers. Other 
explanations include “social comparison”, where individuals take their stances 
after evaluating what the other group members think of the topic at hand, and 
then opting for the position which is most socially desirable among the majority 
of group members. In this way, each individual strives to get their point across 
in an even stronger way than that of the other group members which results in a 
sort of competition within the group, where each individual viewpoint is 
automatically shifted towards one pole, be it either the positive or the negative 
one.47 
“Informational influence” is also accredited as a theory making use of the 
mechanisms at work in-group polarization. Individuals first take their stances on 
the topics at hand, and then they enter into discussion. If one particular stance is 
favored more than the others, there will consequently be more information 
available about the implications of that stance, which will then make the group 
members shift towards the stance with more extremity due to it being advocated 
the most. This explains why in-groups sometimes end up being very extreme in 
their common viewpoints. It would seem like some kind of pep-talk mechanism 
where all group members to some extent are of the same conviction towards a 
given topic, and then “the pool of members”, or the group as an integrated 
whole, enhances the stances held by individual members.48     
 
 
                                                
47 Wetherell et al. 1996. 70-80 
48 Wetherell et al. 1996, 70-80 
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Social Self-categorization 
The process of categorization is applied by members of groups in order to 
strengthen their perceptions of similarities to members of the same group, as 
well as to enhance perceptions of differences to members of different groups.49 
This is done on the basis of factors that are contributory to the creation of the 
category in the first place.  
Furthermore, categorization is done on the basis of the individual’s self-
perception of his social identity. When the identity of the group is defined, a 
perception of an ideal member is created. Categorization to the group is then 
based on liking of and aspiration to live up to this ideal of the group member. 
This self-categorization is then producing conformity to group norms and a 
uniformity of behavior within the group.50  
The perception of the ideal member is used to depersonalize the attitudes 
toward the group, and make the group in itself the point of focus instead of 
depending on relationships of the individual members.  
An effect of this is the creation of social attraction toward the ideal member 
of the group, thereby diminishing the need for personal attraction to specific 
members of the group. This makes it easier for large groups, for example groups 
based on social categories to become cohesive, when the individual members 
can also develop an attraction to the group in itself as it is embodied by the 
group members.51 
 
                                                
49 Parkinson, Fischer, & Manstead 2005, 121 
50 Hogg 1992, 94 
51 Hogg 1992, 100 
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Defense Mechanisms as Social Safety Measures 
Within experimental social psychology, the hypothesis is that the meaning 
created in relation to socialization is to be found in-between individuals of a 
group, rather than in the isolated individuals themselves.52 An interesting point 
is the way in which we as individuals are said to initiate our defense 
mechanisms in order to appear competent and reliable among other group 
members. It is argued that our personally internalized perceptions of reality 
become distorted when we project our thoughts and actions onto the outside 
world, and consequently, onto the group to which we belong. This distortion 
caused by our defense mechanisms is said to be an unconscious act from our 
part, and it is linked to the irrationality with which we, as humans, sometimes 
act.53 Again, this can be traced to Jung’s Persona and Shadow theories, which 
have already been elaborated.  
Examples of distorting our perceptions include denial. Denying, for 
example, that we are emotionally troubled, for the fear of turning other group 
members against us, and of compromising the work that needs to be done 
within the group. Cynicism is also said to play a role, in that it makes us 
distance ourselves from other members of a group who, despite the fact that we 
might share many of their concerns and problems, we dismiss as being 
incompetent with regards to the work of the group.  
Finally, intellectualization and competition can distort our real intentions, 
for example by turning the prospect of constructive group work into a 
competition between members who are pitted against each other in contests of 
academic knowledge, shifting the focus onto individualist competitions which 
                                                
52 Wetherell et al. 1996, 70-80 
53 Wetherell et al, 1996, 70-80 
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under most circumstances merely serve to divert attention from more touchy 
issues within the group, which nobody has the courage to take up.54  
Projecting anxieties onto one particular individual can be regarded as 
another defense mechanism which allows group members to rid themselves of 
any suspicions of problems or irrationality within the work that has to be done, 
thus victimizing somebody else who will have to cope with the rest of the 
group’s care and concern albeit on a wrong foundation.  
 
Social Representation 
Our internalized perceptions of reality, be they either personally or socially 
constructed, are often determined by the more overarching collective 
frameworks to which we belong. This implies a separation of people with 
differing views of the world, due to the relativism of societal and cultural 
reality. Some researchers conceptualize such a separation as ethnocentrism,55 as 
they argue that people with the same interpretations of reality will form 
primordial bonds, and consequently alienate those who do not share their 
reality.  
Attempts to form bonds with people that you can associate with, rather than 
people with whom you cannot, are supposedly founded on a desire of 
preserving your own perceptions of reality, neglecting the possibility of other 
perceptions. Having the same cultural background as the other members of your 
group will under most circumstances lead a specific set of presuppositions to 
govern your group’s understanding of a given object, without the individual 
group members actually realizing that this is the case. Such shared 
interpretations of reality are vital to the theorizing of social representation, a 
social constructionist perspective on social psychology. 
                                                
54 Wetherell et al. 1996, 70-80 
55 Sumner, in: Paul R. Kimmel, 2006 636-637 
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Social representation takes the models used in attitude-behavior theory and 
adds further layers to them. This means that here, the individual is not seen as 
having an internal attitude towards a given object in itself (an example of such 
an object could be the reasons why the Israeli-Palestinian conflict exists in the 
first place). Rather, the individual has an internal attitude towards the social 
representation of the object (The Israeli-Palestinian conflict does not pose any 
meaning in itself, rather, we construct a representation of what the conflict is, 
what it is not, and give meaning to it in this way). By means of our definitions 
only, the conflict is constructed to be what it is, which means that objects to 
which we relate need social representations, commonly identifiable images, in 
order for us to reach consensus about their nature.  
With regards to different social groups, social representations can act as 
reinforcements of shared ideas and values, which bind individuals together in 
their ideological perceptions of what the world is supposed to look like. The 
people who see the same social representations then, are often the people who 
end up forming groups together, due to the promise of a collective identity. 
Social representation theory heralds the viewpoint usually adopted in social 
constructionism, as it argues that the meaning of objects is constructed through 
social negotiations. Consequently, objects are not endowed with a natural 
meaning prior to human interference, as essentialists would argue.  
Social representations are constantly constructed and deconstructed through 
social interaction, through dialogue and general interpersonal communication. 
Furthermore, it is argued that contemporary media is effective at sustaining 
established social representations and bringing them to the mainstream through 
texts and images:  
“The agreed (social) representations provide stable versions of the world 
which can form a topic of conversation. The converse is also true; 
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communication between people with different representations is likely to 
generate conflict.”56  
An example of this can be found in the form of “fundamental attribution 
errors”57, misconceptions between communicators and audiences which are 
caused by differences in their respective cultural mindsets. Such errors are very 
influential in problematizing peace negotiations between different peoples, 
since everything that is communicated, verbally as well as non-verbally, passes 
through the interpretative filters of the receivers, with potentially misinterpreted 
outcomes as a result.  
Cultural differences in cognition and communication often influence the 
outcome of negotiations between larger groups of people, as can be seen in the 
case of the Camp David agreements.58,59 Differences in rhetorical styles, in 
political interests, and generally in mindsets, are all factors counterworking 
attempts at reaching consensus. However, relations between different peoples 
with different cultures can be sought improved by raising cultural awareness.  
Paul R. Kimmel60 presents a table composed of six levels of cultural awareness, 
in order to illustrate the gradual acceptance of other cultures that one can gain 
by following his training program.61 The levels go from “cultural chauvinism”, 
“ethnocentrism”, “tolerance”, minimization”, and “understanding”, to finally 
result in “integration”. Ultimately, the goal is for participants to raise their 
awareness of the implications held by their own cultures, so that they have a 
stronger basis for reflecting upon the cultures of others. This asks of participants 
to acquire a meta-cognitive understanding of cultures through which they will 
                                                
56 Wetherell et al. 1996, 140. 
57 Kimmel 2006, 629-630 
58 Kimmel 2006, 640-641 
59 For for more information about the Camp David agreements, please see the historical 
background introduced in chapter 3 of the project report. 
60 Paul R. Kimmel has researched the cultural implications of conflict situations. 
61 Kimmel 2006, 644 
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be able to relate to different cultures with a higher degree of objectivity, and 
thus they will be more likely to avert cultural clashes.  
It is argued that, whenever we encounter objects for which we do not yet 
have corresponding social representations, we house these objects within 
categories already known to us, called anchoring, and integrate them by shaping 
them in the same way we did the ones we already know, called objectification62. 
By broadening our categories used for integrating new information, we may 
then be able to meet different cultures, adhering to different social 
representations, with a higher level of acceptance.  
 
Leadership 
Another way of perceiving the mechanisms at work within groups is to look 
into the interplay between the leader of the group and the other members of the 
group. In the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the most important roles of 
leaders and their groups would seem to be played out by the political leaders 
governing their respective people. Therefore, we will present some theoretical 
considerations about leadership. 
The ideal leader figure has been sought defined and schematized for 
millennia, and to this day, researchers still look back upon the explanations 
provided by early theorists.63 Plato divided the qualities of a leader into three 
segments, and the closer these three segments are to be in complete balance, the 
closer the leader is to the ideal of leadership.64 There is “the good leadership”, 
defined by means of characteristics such as personal ethics, authenticity, the 
ability to formulate opinions, empathy, and sympathy. Then there is “the 
aesthetic leadership”, defined in the form of personal authority, self-discipline, 
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the ability to produce empathy and sympathy not only in the leader-group 
relationship but also in-between group members independently of the leader, 
being able to encourage a sense of company and consequently cooperation 
within the group, whilst still being able to get his own message across. Finally, 
we have “the true leadership” which is built around professionalism, business 
skill, and generally the practical implications of leadership.  
Aside from the three segments of ideal leadership, it is agreed that leaders 
need to possess a high degree of control over their selves.65 This necessitates 
that they have not been schooled to the point of having compromised their 
personal authenticity entirely, so that there are still charismatic and peculiar 
characteristics left with the leader, rather than a dominating set of mechanical 
actions.  
Authenticity and realness are qualities underscored as integral to the good 
leader, in that they presuppose a natural combination of strong sides and weak 
sides which ultimately makes the leader stand out as more reliable. Some might 
say that it is more beneficial for leaders to appear totally devoid of weakness; 
however, in the modern world we have gradually accepted that such a 
description cannot possibly fit a human being. On the other hand, when the 
leader and his group are engaged in situations of conflict, it is argued that 
aggressive leaders have an edge over co-operative and accommodating 
leaders.66 This development seems to be the result of another “group 
polarization” in which the leader causes the group to become more extreme, and 
the group causes the leader to become more extreme too, so that the polarization 
is bi-directional.  
Integrity means knowing oneself and an acknowledgement of strong as well 
as weak sides supposedly optimizes one’s own potential. With the knowledge of 
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oneself comes also the knowledge of others, and the knowledge of how to 
engage with these others. Here, ethics play an important part for the leader, 
since the ability to distinguish “right” from “wrong”, defined from the given 
societal and cultural contexts, is crucial regardless of what segment of 
leadership is exhibited.  
There are several types of ethics that one can follow as a leader. These 
include ethics of duty, where the intention behind a given action is what matters 
on an ethical level, rather than the consequence. On the other hand, there are 
also ethics of consequence and utility, where the consequence of the action is 
what matters on an ethical level, rather than the intentions and thoughts that 
have gone behind it. Then there are ethics of virtue, which argue that in order to 
actualize oneself, it is imperative to follow the virtues as formulated by the 
societal or cultural institution to which one belongs. 
A differentiation is made between the possession of power and the 
possession of authority. Whereas power is defined as being integrated into the 
position of leadership, regardless of whether it is actually put to use or not, 
authority is subjective to the specific leader, in that it allows him to legitimately 
influence the other group members’ actions and perceptions by means of his 
own personal characteristics and preferences.67 When a group is engaged in 
conflict, be it internally or externally, the leader has at his disposal two main 
courses of action68 with potentially very different outcomes. He can exhibit a 
“stagnation” with the group, in which relations between members of the same 
group are systematically closed off, in order for the leader to single-handedly 
take control of all decision-making processes. The aim here is the creation of 
conformity within the group, where there is a clear distinction between the role 
of the leader and the role of the other group members. Alternatively, the leader 
can exhibit a “progression” which encourages engagements of interdependence, 
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so that all group members are allowed to have their say, just as everybody’s 
opinion will be respected. Weakness is acceptable and regarded not so much as 
a problem than as a foundation from which to progress through mutual learning 
experiences for all who partake. Understanding each others’ weaknesses can 
facilitate a general progression of the group’s ideologies and principles. 
 
Summing up Personal, Social and Collective 
Identity 
So far we have provided an assessment of key concepts connected to the 
formation and reinforcement of social groups. We have derived these concepts 
from across a variety of psychological fields, these being analytical psychology, 
experimental social psychology, psychodynamic social psychology, and social 
constructionism. Further studies with these concepts as point of departure have 
revealed a great deal of issues upon which we have focused here. These include 
social categorization, victimization, attraction, stereotyping and social 
representation.  
By systematically introducing new issues in order to examine our research 
question from as many angles as possible, we have aimed at providing a 
thorough account of the mechanisms at stake both with regards to the 
individual, to the relationship between the individual and the group, to the 
group itself, and to the relationship between different groups. We have thereby 
examined the broader spectrum of group formation processes in an attempt to 
unravel an answer as to what developments lay the ground for the eventual rise 
of conflict between groups.  
Before moving on to conflict theory, however, we will elaborate on the 
formation of collective identity in a community by introducing collective 
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memory as a key determinant in the shaping and reinforcement of social 
identity.  
 
Collective Memory  
Remembrance and forgetting, memory and non-memory all play an 
important role in the creation and reinforcement of collective identity. Public 
discourse, commemorational acts as well as the narratives embedded in a social 
group are all crucial elements in the shaping and strengthening of a group’s 
social bonds. Furthermore, narratives of past defeats and glories contribute to a 
community’s self-understanding and thereby its collective identity. This section 
takes a sociological approach in its dealing with the social aspects of memory 
and their effect on the reinforcement of collective identity.69 
The ways in which a community remembers its past are decisive for how 
that community sees itself as well as other communities. Consequently, it has a 
significant impact on a social group’s collective identity. Therefore, we find it 
relevant to explore theories of collective remembering in order to deepen our 
understanding of the shaping and reinforcement of collective identity.  
In this chapter we draw on the work of the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs 
(1877-1945), who did ground breaking work on collective memory in the 
1920s-1930s. The study of collective memory has experienced a revival in the 
past 20-30 years and has been studied intensively in various fields since the 
1980s.70  
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 Pléh 2000, 435 and Jedlowski 2001, 30 
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Individual Memory and Social Memory 
Memory is our capacity to store elements of past events, which can then 
later be recalled. These memories are, however, not a firm set of recollections, 
which one can repeatedly and uniformly retrieve. On the contrary, an ongoing 
selection and reconstruction of the past is at work when history is reinterpreted 
in the light of contemporary society. Memories can thus be seen as 
representations of the past, which reflect the present.71 
Collective memory is the embedded interpretations of the past that a social 
group draws upon and continuously negotiates. While memory itself lies within 
individuals, any recollection will, according to Halbwachs, inevitably rely on 
the social context to which it belongs. Individual memory is thus inseparable 
from collective memory, as it is socially constructed and recreated.72  
Halbwachs distinguishes between two kinds of memory, namely, 
autobiographical memory and historical memory. Autobiographical memory 
relies on events that have had direct implications for an individual. Such events, 
shared as they are by a smaller group of people, are likely to fade over time 
unless they are repeatedly remembered within the group. Historical memory on 
the other hand is achieved for instance when knowledge of the social group’s 
history and cultural heritage is acquired. Historical memory is reinforced e.g. 
through commemorational acts or cultural events. Such acts of remembrance 
strengthen the social bonds within a group by recreating history and thus 
strengthening the foundation of the unity of the group. Commemoration serves 
as society’s maintenance, reinterpretation and reconstruction of the past. The 
shaping of social memory, and thus social identity, depends not as much on 
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material manifestations as on the reconstruction and transmission that takes 
place in the reinforcement of cultural legacy, facilitated by narratives.73 
In order to sustain its livelihood, any social group needs to establish and 
maintain a cultural heritage. This heritage is reinforced partly through collective 
memory. Various factors influence whether and how an episode is remembered. 
A community can establish commemorative holidays and events, rituals, sacred 
sites and destinations, or build memorials in order to secure an event a place in 
the memory of its descendants. These are all very tangible ways of creating a 
common frame of reference and may be based on actual events or merely 
myths. No matter the background, such commemoration can be a strong tool in 
the shaping and reinforcement of collective identity.  
Explicit sites of commemoration are, however, not imperative in creating 
and fortifying collective memory. This is evident e.g. when an oppressed people 
share a remembrance of the past, which is not publicly outspoken in spite of 
being shared by a large part of the population. Such private remembering is 
especially reinforced in families through storytelling. For instance, the families 
of an oppressed people may pass on to their children a narrative of hope for 
independence or recognition. This can happen privately, but simultaneously, 
within a community.  
Memory can also manifest itself by impacting people’s behavior without the 
need for monuments or other sorts of public commemoration. It may thereby 
still take part in shaping a community’s collective identity, although in more 
implicit ways.74  
The ways in which the history is remembered depend on many factors. Such 
factors include what is actually remembered, what is forgotten or repressed as 
well as the dominant public discourse at any given time. 
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Halbwachs considers two components of memories, namely, one that is 
shared by all those who has some kind of relation to a given historical event and 
one specific to each individual. The former consists of tangible points of 
orientation in history or society, which make sense to a large part of the social 
group, while the latter depends, among other factors, on personal experience 
and subjectivity.  
Halbwachs argues that individual memories cannot be understood without 
taking into account the groups to which the individual belongs. The concept of 
collective memory does thus not imply that all members of a social group have 
the same memories. Rather, the point is that while all members have subjective 
memories these memories are nevertheless influenced and partly shaped by the 
collective memory of the group.  
Memories are often recalled when we are reminded of an event by people 
around us or by society at large. The recollection conducted by individuals thus 
often takes its point of departure in a social context and is socially negotiated. 
The results of these struggles of remembrance are then adopted by members of 
the social group in individual ways depending on their personal perspective. 
Public narratives can shape and confine these interpretations e.g. by limiting or 
validating certain ways of remembering the past.75  
 
The Past in the Present 
In Halbwachs’ view, the past can only be understood within the framework 
of the present. Halbwachs thus argues that the reconstruction of memories is 
highly influenced by the framework of today’s society. Societal conditions and 
circumstances in a given time period determine the way in which society 
interprets the past. When new conventions are adopted by individuals in a social 
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group, their collective memory is reshaped. Hence, Halbwachs argues that 
remembrance of the past depends on the present in that current discourse shapes 
remembrance.76  
 
Non-memory 
As an umbrella term encompassing forgetting and repression as well as 
deliberate strategic attempts of disregarding historical facts, the sociologists 
Maria Hirszowicz and Elbieta Neyman introduce the concept of non-memory. 
Non-memory includes elements that have been erased or silenced. Taken to the 
extremes, non-memory can lead to collective amnesia, which forms a platform 
for myths to grow from.77  
While new technologies open up for new possibilities of identification 
across cultures they also affect the selection process of remembrance and 
forgetting. Historical events can for instance fall into non-memory by being 
strategically blocked out by a dominating discourse for example as a result of 
political agenda setting.78 Hence, there lies a difference in the distinction 
between non-memory and forgetting, in that forgetting may take place simply 
because a historical event is not considered important to remember, while non-
memory consists of knowledge which is deliberately repressed. 
Hirszowicz and Neyman emphasize that, in addition to the continuous 
negotiations within a social group that shape collective memory and collective 
identity, institutions and social structures play an important role when it comes 
to what is remembered and what is forgotten.79 Whereas in previous centuries 
storytelling was key in the reinforcement of collective memory, today mass 
media plays an important role in promoting and validating certain agendas. 
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Framing can be a tool in promoting a certain political agenda when a 
deliberate selection of what ‘ought to’ be remembered and what can be put in 
the background is carried out in an attempt to influence collective identity.80 
An example of a historic event which has been framed in the collective 
memory of the Jewish community is the Masada myth. This is the story of the 
inhabitants of Masada, who after three years of siege of the Roman army, 
committed collective suicide. In this case the details of a historical account as 
well as the terms used in the original account has, in newer versions, been 
changed to a more positive narrative, thereby altering the status of the 
inhabitants of the Masada from rebels with a bad reputation (Sicarii) to heroes 
(brave Zealots). Until the 20th century this story was known by very few people. 
However, it was deliberately introduced in its altered version mainly in the early 
1940s, to fortify a sense of strength and capability of enduring hardships in the 
Jewish identity.81 
 
The Relationship between Memory and Identity 
On the individual level, memory is the factor which ensures that an 
individual can relate to himself over time as being the same person. 
Furthermore, an individual’s interpretation and selection of memories depend 
on his identity. However, identity can also be in conflict with the memories one 
wishes to adopt.82 
At the social level, memory shapes collective identity in its reproduction of 
values and narratives carried within a social group. Collective memory is 
embedded in social structures and the institutions of society as well as in the 
traditions, customs and social practices of its members. It includes all narratives 
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of the past, among them representations of the past which differ significantly 
from actual events, but which are embedded in the community through 
narratives and commemoration.83  
Reinterpretations of the history of a group play a role in the shaping of our 
present identities. Ways of interpreting the past can be a way of setting borders 
for in-group identification and out-group distancing.84  
 
Collective Memory on the National Level 
A nation as a collectivity, while in possession of a strong collective identity, 
is not likely to have a unified homogenous identity. On the contrary, it will 
consist of more or less conflicting groups and worldviews. Consequently, 
ongoing power struggles and negotiations take place in the constant competition 
between possibly conflicting interpretations of the past.85 
Language and discourse play a crucial role in this respect. Merely leaving 
out certain terms or names in the general public discourse can promote non-
memory by creating taboos and amnesia.  
Collective memories can in some instances be based on a large degree of 
agreement, and in other instances, it can be a hugely contested subject. 
Consensus or struggles, social memory is always dependent on the social 
group’s power structures. The ability to determine or influence collective 
memory is powerful, as it gives way to affecting the collective identity of the 
social group.86 
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Collective Trauma 
Collective trauma is a collective memory that occurs as a result of an 
unexpected event that intimidates the collective’s shared significance, 
meanings, physical existence or mental function, creates a distrust in the 
elements of everyday life (daily routine, social structure, security, etc.) which 
once were undoubted and became unpredictable and out of control.87 However, 
for a traumatic event to become a collective trauma, some elements need to 
carry it further. As such, not all members of the collective had been directly 
victims of the traumatic event. The collective identifies a traumatic event as a 
trauma of the whole when it shakes the grounds upon which the group identifies 
itself, whether it is by elements of land, history or ethnicity so that the majority 
can identify itself with the event as if they were or could have been victimized 
just as much as the actual victims. In addition, and this is perhaps a crucial 
point, it has to be carried further, told and preached to the extent that it is 
embedded in the culture and cannot be forgotten88.  
There is a general common understanding of a collective trauma in different 
societies worldwide (“Lay Trauma Theory”89). It is generally accepted in the 
society that responses such as rage, shock, panic, etc. to (perceived) traumatic 
events are natural and even rational and thus, acceptable, normal and 
expected90. This common understanding has been taken further and became 
more complex in psychoanalytic theories. It is argued, that such responses do 
not stem from the traumatic event itself but occur as a result of repression of 
these events that leads to anxiety when the traumatic event exist only in 
subconscious and nightmares. Thus, the trauma will only be resolved “when 
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memory comes”91 but in order to restore the memory, there has to come 
interference from a professional that will help the traumatized to resolve the 
trauma. On group level, it is done “through public acts of commemoration, 
cultural representation, and public political struggle”92.   
Certain kinds of events are automatically subjected as potentially traumatic 
to the society and as such “… trauma is not something naturally existing, it is 
something constructed by society”93. Whether an event will actually become a 
collectivity’s trauma or not, depends on the meaning the event carries for the 
collectivity and whether there is a meaning at all. Thus, what could be traumatic 
to one group can be meaningless to another94. In accordance with the mentioned 
above regarding common understanding, the occurrence of an event that is 
potentially traumatic can create a collective trauma even by only perceiving it as 
such. A collective trauma does not have to actually happen to the individual 
itself but has not less of an effect when only imagined or culturally mediated. In 
many times it is exaggerated to the extent of seeking vengeance on those who 
are known (or imagined) to be blamed for the tragedy even after many years had 
passed and the witnesses might all be long gone95.  
 
Summing up Collective Memory  
As is evident, collective remembrance is shaped through mechanisms of 
recollection, selection and interpretation. Memories are thus not stable entities 
but rather changing interpretations and representations of the past. Memory is 
social to the extent that we use language and discourse to share and reproduce 
remembrance. Because our remembrance of the past is dependent on the 
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present, it is reinterpreted in the present and thereby shapes the future. 
Competing discourses can coexist in resistance to each other with ongoing 
power struggles on the right to define the past. 
Public discourse and framing of remembrance are imperative in the creation 
and maintenance of social memory, however, the way in which people attend to 
and make sense of the past is grounded in personal experience. The capacity of 
remembering lies within the individual, nevertheless, memories are infused with 
the discourse and tradition of society and, so Halbwachs argues, it is shaped by 
the group or society to which an individual belongs and the environment in 
which he grew up. The social aspect of memory is thus not to be seen as a frame 
within which individual memory unfolds. Rather, individual memory is socially 
constructed as it builds on social memory, and as soon as it is shared with other 
members of the group the individual memory becomes social.  
Public framing provides a basis for individual interpretations, and framing 
and discourse can shape and confine these interpretations by limiting, 
promoting or validating certain views and interpretations of the past.  
 
Conclusion 
To sum up, we will attempt to tie the issues of personal identity, social 
identity and collective memory more closely together. We perceive these factors 
to all play a role in the ongoing construction and reproduction of collective 
identity.  
Concluding that individual identity cannot be separated from the context to 
which it belongs, our further explorations took their point of departure in a 
social psychological understanding of the self.  
In keeping with our interest in understanding the social aspects of identity 
formation, we subsequently looked into the constituents of social groups and 
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group cohesiveness. All individuals adhere to some kind of social group, and 
create a social identity on the basis of their anchoring in these groups.  
We discovered that there are distinct psychological mechanisms at work 
within and between the social groups which operate in the social world. Taking 
these mechanisms into consideration helps us understand what happens to the 
individual when he engages in interaction with the social groups he sees himself 
as being a part of, and subsequently how these groups influence and interact 
with each other on a larger scale. The sense of belonging to a group is a factor 
which contributes to the construction and upholding of a collective identity.  
The concepts of memory, victimization and trauma are closely related. 
Traumatic experiences are incorporated into a community’s collective identity 
to the extent that they are made to matter to the social group in its collective 
memory. A traumatic experience, however painful to the individual, needs to 
acquire public resonance as such, in order to enter into the collective memory of 
a social group and thereby contribute to its sense of identity. 
Places of commemoration can be hugely contested and have significantly 
different or even contradictory meanings to different people or communities.  
Cultural traumas need not be experienced directly by an individual. As is 
the case with victimization, the crux of the matter is the commitment of the 
individual to the in-group. 
Remembrance of the past and identification with the history and narratives 
of the in-group is crucial in the reinforcement of group cohesiveness, but can 
create severe boundaries for reconciliation with the out-group in case of conflict 
or trauma. Furthermore this contributes to the maintenance of an “us” and 
“them” distinction. 
A high degree of cohesiveness can facilitate a strong emotional attachment 
to the group. The stronger the emotional attachment to the group, the more 
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powerful a reaction can be elicited by the members if they feel the group is 
wronged.  
The aspects of social psychological theory we have researched in this 
chapter all play a role in helping us understand what happens between 
individuals within society when social interaction is unavoidable. Furthermore, 
we have looked into what psychological processes human beings employ in the 
attempt to cope with the difficult social situations they find themselves in. With 
this theory in mind, we can begin to approach an understanding of the conflicts 
in the context of individuals and groups that inevitably spring from social 
interaction.  
Following from this, the results we have reached in this chapter will be 
sought operationalized in the sections of our project dedicated to the case study 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
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Chapter 2: Theory on Social Conflict 
 
In this chapter we will take a closer look at theories of social conflict.96 It is 
important that we distinguish between the word conflict and the more specific 
term social conflict. Where conflict is very broad and ranges from describing 
personal disagreements to wars, social conflict deals exclusively with the non-
violent aspects of conflict. There is no doubt that physical violence plays a large 
role of stoking social conflict and in reinforcing a stalemate situation by 
creating an escalating spiral of retribution. However, the root of the problem is 
to be found in the social disputes between parties, those are what eventually 
may lead to the outbreak of violence.97  
From this perspective one could argue that disputing parties often do not 
have a common understanding of what is actually the basis of an ongoing 
conflict. The objective of resolving, not merely postponing, conflicts can be 
obtained only if the underlying issues of dispute can be identified, and agreed 
upon by all parties involved. Therefore, proper analysis of the situation is the 
pivotal first step in attempting to move towards a productive solution. 
The word conflict certainly bears a negative connotation, and we rarely 
consider the positive aspects, which often are seen as a result of overt conflicts. 
In spite of this common perception, conflict is a necessary part of human 
interaction, not least on an intergroup level. Overt conflict is one of the major 
tools which oppressed groups can employ in order to improve social justice. 
The sense of in-group cohesion and collective identity is also sharpened when 
faced with an opposing group.  
Even though many positive aspects can be attributed to the outcomes of 
disputes, the detrimental effects, which ongoing conflict can have on the mental 
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and physical state of the parties involved, often overshadow them. Eventually 
every conflict resolves itself, but often this comes at too high a cost for those 
who partake. We wish to thoroughly examine the possibilities of ending 
conflicts beneficially for both sides. This is the core reason for why it is so 
important that the study of conflict theory is continually researched and 
developed.  
Throughout the history of man there has been just cause for being interested 
in the development of conflicts and attempting to create solutions. However, as 
a field of systematic academic study conflict theory first properly came to be at 
the time of the First and Second World Wars.98 
Conflict theory is an interdisciplinary field with contribution stemming from 
several different sciences. Political science and sociology both have great 
interest in the occurrence of large-scale conflicts. On the other hand social 
psychology is perhaps the most predominant and well-established approach to 
theorizing about the nature of conflicts. The knowledge produced by these 
separate academic branches can often be interrelated to some extent and useful 
to other fields.99 We will be taking a social psychological approach to social 
conflict theory, thus in keeping with the style of much of the previous chapter, 
as well as giving a nuanced depiction of the field. 
The first section of this chapter will be an introduction of the basic theories 
of conflict, which are applicable to the analysis of all types of social conflicts, 
be they interpersonal, intergroup or international. This will serve as a 
foundation on which to add more specific theory of intergroup conflict, and 
conflicts that span over a long period of time.  
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Social Conflict Theory – The Basics  
As mentioned, the field of conflict study is compiled of research from 
several branches of humanistic and social sciences. These different approaches 
are to a considerable degree complementary. In this section we will mainly be 
drawing upon the work of Dean G. Pruitt and Sung Hee Kim as presented in the 
book “Social conflict: Escalation, stalemate, and settlement” from 2004. This 
title is acknowledged as one of the most useful introductions to the issue of 
social conflict. It has a clearly social psychological approach and is applicable 
to conflict situations on all scales.  
Firstly, it is important to arrive at a definition of social conflict, and to this 
end we refer to the definition presented by Pruitt and Kim, who describe it as 
“perceived divergence of interest”100 between two or more parties. This is not to 
imply that conflicts are necessarily caused by miscommunication or clashing 
mindsets, but rather to emphasize that these are also potential sources and are 
very relevant to the potential escalation of conflict. Frequently social conflicts 
have very concrete problems at their root, some of the most obvious ones being 
about limited resources or territory. However, the way in which an individual or 
group perceives the events is crucial, because this will influence the choices 
they make about what action to take.  
Naturally, the possible sources of conflict are very diverse and each specific 
case has traits that make it distinctive from others. In spite of the often 
overwhelming complexity of social interaction and conflict, it is possible to 
identify certain mechanisms which are, in fact, quite universal. Utilizing the 
correct analytical tools, we can gain a fuller understanding of how and why a 
conflict arises. The next step towards shaping a solution can only be found once 
the root of the problem is made clear. 
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Interests and Aspirations 
The stages and mechanisms of conflicts are much alike seen from a 
theoretical perspective, and therefore many of the terms and the analytical tools 
are applicable to conflict situations varying from personal disputes to major 
conflicts on a global scale.  
Those who are directly involved in a conflict, be they individuals, groups or 
nation-states, are in theoretical terms referred to as parties. When analyzing a 
bilateral dispute, which is the most common scenario, one side is described as 
Party while the opposition is Other.101 This distinction makes clear the 
viewpoint from which the narrative is being presented. Just as we have 
expressed earlier, when dealing with the concepts of in-group and out-group the 
individual will always see him or herself as part of the first category. This 
resembles Party and Other, where a person or group, will see itself as being 
Party.  
Basing the definition of conflict on the divergence of interest requires that 
we look into what is meant by interest. Here the term is used widely and 
encompasses what other theoreticians refer to as values and needs102, thereby 
not excluding the importance of the role that either of these play in the 
formation of conflicts.  
Interests can vary from being very concrete, such as the need for 
nourishment and shelter, while others may be slightly more abstract, such as 
those that stem from a belief that a party is charged with the responsibility to 
instill the will of a divine being. The diversity of interests, which conflicting 
parties may have, contributes to the complexity of a specific dispute.  
Conflicting interests are not in themselves what give rise to social conflict. 
There must be some manifestation of these interests, expectations are built from 
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them and these in turn give rise to goals or aspirations. “Conflict exists when 
Party sees its own and Other’s aspirations as incompatible.”103  
The size and severity of conflicts are determined by several factors, one of 
which is the rigidity of the parties’ aspirations. The more importance a party 
attributes to their aspirations, be they based on basic human needs or on values, 
the greater is the disappointment if for some reason they cannot be fulfilled. 
When parties’ aspirations are conflicting, one or both sides will experience 
relative deprivation.104 We consider the feeling of entitlement to be the key 
concept in such a situation. Parties in a conflict do not merely have aspirations 
which are based on specific interests, but often believe that they have the 
exclusive entitlement to achieving these aspirations. Being deprived of 
something which a party perceives to be ‘rightfully’ its own is one of the most 
powerful incitements of a conflict situation.  
 
Strategies 
Once a conflict has arisen there are four strategies of action, or possible 
ways of dealing with it, which are contending, yielding, problem solving and 
avoidance.105  
The least influential of these is the latter, namely avoidance, which implies 
that the parties remain passive, and which is seen either as withdrawal from the 
situation or merely inaction. 
The strategy of contending describes the situation in which Party’s tactics is 
to lure or coerce Other to surrender to Party’s aspirations. Hereby, the conflict is 
resolved by Party coming out of the situation as the victor while Other has not 
achieved the fulfillment of any of its interests.  
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Yielding is the strategy that is in effect the opposite situation of contending. 
Here Other imposes its aspirations and Party yields to those wishes. Party must 
lower its aspirations fully, or to a large extent, in order to resolve the issue.  
When employing the strategy of problem solving, an attempt is made to find 
an outcome, which would be acceptable to both parties. This may or may not 
entail that Party or Other will have to forfeit their aspirations to some degree, 
and reach a compromise. In order to successfully solve a conflict problem, each 
party involved must reach some agreement on what the dispute is in fact about. 
In many cases this can seem like an unachievable task.  
The four strategies may very well be used in combination, just as one party 
may adopt one strategy while the other chooses another, which we determine 
could potentially result in a prolonging of the conflict and no productive 
outcome. 
 
Escalation and Stalemate 
In the light of conflict analysis, escalation and stalemate are both 
significant. Escalation arises when contentious tactics carried out by one party 
goads the other to take contentious action as well. The situation gradually 
worsens, with each retaliatory step, because parties will use increasingly severe 
tactics.106 Conflicts grow in size and severity as parties get more and more 
committed to their cause, and often recruit or attract more participants. One 
crucial trait of the transformation into escalation is that the original sources of 
conflict are replaced by issues which are more difficult to solve. “In escalating 
conflict, specific issues tend to give way to general issues, and the overall 
relationship between the parties deteriorates.”107 
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Several models for describing the process of escalation exist. While they 
vary slightly in their approach, they generally overlap and can be seen to be 
compatible. Here, we will briefly present the Conflict Spiral Model and the 
Contender-Defender Model, both of which see escalation as a series of parties’ 
contentious actions and reactions, which incrementally transform the situation.  
The spiral model points out that the motivations of each party are neither 
purely defensive, nor retaliatory, but rather consist of a combination of these.108 
We also see that victimization plays a role in escalation, since both parties 
inescapably see their own suffering at the hands of the other as more severe than 
vice versa. Seen from the viewpoint of this model, de-escalation is problematic 
because neither party wishes to “reward” the other’s behavior by seeking 
problem solving. Taking the first step of de-escalation is often construed as 
showing signs of weakness. The conflict spiral model sees the conflict as a 
phenomenon that reproduces itself. In a sense, the conflict has ‘a life of its 
own’.  
On the other hand, the contender-defender model points out that one party 
(the contender) must make the first move, thereby prompting the other (the 
defender) to respond. The contender has an objective of change, which is at the 
expense of the defender.109 If the latter employs contentious tactics this is purely 
a defensive move. The contender-defender model does not take into 
consideration that both parties may be equally responsible for the escalation of a 
conflict.  
The two models described here cannot individually describe an escalating 
conflict situation. However, in combination they serve as a good basis for 
illustrating the process of escalation.  
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Highly escalated conflicts reach a stage of stalemate when the parties 
perceive that pursuing contentious strategies of conflict is no longer feasible. 
This may be due to the high cost of continuing the conflict or the realization that 
previous tactics have not yielded results.110 The stage of stalemate, often the 
highest point of conflict, may have been reached without the parties recognizing 
it at first. Often a powerful event, in a sense a “wake up call”, is required in 
order for the parties to admit to the situation. Once the parties perceive a 
stalemate situation, they eventually come to accept that they are interdependent 
in de-escalating the conflict, and this may very well be the event that gives 
initial rise to the possibility of negotiation or mediation.111  
 
Problem Solving 
We suggest that while problem solving is frequently the most productive 
strategy, it is at the same time the most difficult to successfully follow through 
with, not least because it can only be used if both parties are willing to make an 
attempt. If this strategy is not initially the one to be applied by both parties, 
escalation can often have reached a stage where it is more challenging to carry 
out successful problem solving. Due to the parties’ sense of entitlement and the 
efforts that may have already been implemented through contentious strategies, 
the consideration of yielding, even if it is only slightly, is much more difficult in 
highly escalated conflicts. Another issue of the problem solving strategy is that 
it is often necessary to have a third party mediator, which both direct parties 
deem sufficiently neutral. With the massive distrust that exists between parties 
of an on-going conflict, this can be a very difficult task indeed.  
Even though it is a complicated strategy, it is also the one in which we put 
our confidence.  It is the only strategy which has the potential to, if not provide 
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a completely satisfactory solution to all, then at least ensure that neither party 
ends up empty handed.  
 
Traits and Characteristics of Intergroup Conflict 
In the following section, we will present a combined theory of intergroup 
conflict that can be applicable to any kind of social conflict.  
There are certain factors that lead to a conflict and are complementing and 
leading to each other. More explicitly, in order to have a group conflict there 
has to be a clear division between dominant groups.   
It is by the process of identifying oneself with a group that one also 
recognizes and consequently facilitates the separation of that particular group 
from other groups –whether the separation is caused by race, religion, culture, 
economic status, etc. The individual who likes to think of himself positively 
develops perceptions similar to those of the group with which he identifies.  
The mechanisms at work here explain how the individual becomes an 
inseparable part of the group. It is necessary for the individual to perceive the 
group he belongs to in the same manner as he would perceive himself and once 
a strong identification with the group has taken place it comes to seem more 
legitimate to view other groups as inferior to one’s own.  
 
The Development of Intergroup Relations 
Individuals in groups often gain positive self-perceptions, which oppose 
their perceptions of those who are not part of the in-group. By this process, the 
individual favors the group he belongs to as he would favor himself, which 
might eventually lead to the discrimination of out-group members and create a 
basis for racism, ethnocentrism or nationalism. It is probable that a conflict will 
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develop when there are differences that are not just imagined but when there is 
actually a sense of truth to them.112 When there is a conflict, the processes 
presented above are strengthened and emphasized in perceiving the “us” as 
inherently good and “the others” as inherently evil. “Each group sees the other 
negatively, as aggressive, untrustworthy, manipulative, and itself positively, as 
peaceful, trustworthy and cooperative.”113 However, for a process of 
differentiation and/or distinction to become a conflict, “the others” need to be 
somewhat of a threat on “us” who believe themselves to be of greater 
importance or being on the “right side”. “The others” will be perceived as 
threatening when, for example, they seem to be challenging the in-group’s 
position in society, which is made apparent if they take over positions of social 
power (official authorities, access to resources or workplaces). Thus, for a 
difference between groups in society to become a conflict, there has to be a 
conscious or unconscious imagined or real competition over dominance.114 This 
can be launched when one party, that already possess negative emotions toward 
the other, endeavors to overpower it.115 In addition, a threat will strengthen the 
cohesiveness of the groups in conflict. The members’ sense of belonging to the 
group will get stronger, causing increased insistence on goals or principles 
which make the core of the conflict. Such developments eventually polarize the 
groups from each other and have the capability of strengthening the conflict 
significantly.116 
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Sources of Intergroup Conflict 
A conflict or competition could be over how societal institutions should 
function, whether it is a political conflict over ideology (religious vs. secular, 
democratic vs. communist, etc.) or simply a power struggle for dominance. In 
many cases a conflict arises when an identity group’s basic needs are somewhat 
suppressed by another identity group- “if needs for recognition of that identity 
or for dignity, safety or control are denied, the conflict is similarly predicted.”117 
However, there will usually be a mixture of different factors leading and 
complementing a conflict at the same time.  
It is more likely that such conflict will develop in an environment or a place 
where there is some insecurity about the future. In cases where for example the 
economic situation is unstable or under a massive reduction (loss of jobs, 
massive crisis where many go bankrupt) or as a result of a crisis, war or an aim 
of war118, there will be a lack of resources. This might lead to a competition 
when there is an “assumption that what one gains, the other loses.”119 Hence, 
there are greater chances that distinct groups will develop or strengthen beliefs 
about a competition with each other and negative beliefs about the nature of 
“the other”. The in-group will then try to protect itself and consequently direct 
its efforts towards self-preservation.120 This “protection from the other” might 
be manifested in an attempt to weaken “the other” by lessening the ability of 
“the others” to compete with “us”. This could be done for instance by adopting 
a discriminating attitude or policy and spreading it among the in-group 
members. This could be, for example, preferable employment of in-group 
members over out-group members.121 
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Escalation of Intergroup Conflict 
When the conflict has been launched, it is likely to go in one direction, that 
is, worsen. “Threats by one party to gain its objectives are met by counterthreats 
from the other, and these reciprocal interactions move to a higher level of costs 
each time around in a climate of increasing mistrust.”122 Protective actions 
towards one party will lead to a response, which will then lead to an ongoing 
interaction of threats and protective actions between the groups in conflict. The 
issues of dispute will grow in magnitude, and concerns about group interaction 
will arise when the tactics they use to approach the conflict grow gradually 
more violent and hostile. Counteractions become a motivational factor and play 
the vital role of justifying retribution.  
As the conflict gets deeper and stronger, there is a tendency for the parties 
to refuse attempts to resolve it. This can be due to goals that have not been 
reached, to feelings of vengeance or because of reinforced commitment to the 
in-group and its aspirations.123  
In addition, at this stage the in-group members’ perception of out-group 
members fails to separate them from their group and see them as individuals, 
and “out-group members are perceived as less than human and thus appropriate 
for inhumane treatment.”124  
 
Intractable Conflict and Conflict Resolution  
The previous sections of this chapter have outlined developments capable of 
generating conflict between larger groups of people. While we still focus on the 
characteristics of intractable conflict on a macro level, we now turn to the 
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theory aiming at solutions to peace between social groups, in order to 
emphasize that the previously mentioned intergroup tensions are being sought 
removed through both theoretical and practical intervention. The following 
presentation of conflict resolution theory mainly draws on the work of Peter T. 
Coleman, editor of “The Handbook of Conflict Resolution: Theory and 
Practice”, from which we have also found inspiration to other sections of this 
chapter.  
 
Perceived Intractability  
In connection with theory of conflict resolution, some researchers use the 
term of “intractable conflict”125 to describe situations of conflict to which there 
appear to be no possible solutions. The perceived impossibility of solving these 
intractable conflicts is the main driving force behind the formulation of conflict 
resolution theory, as researchers are keen to demonstrate that if such conflicts 
can be solved, all conflicts can be solved. Intractable conflict is typically 
characterized by a sense of instability in the balance of power relations between 
different groups of people, and can materialize in the form of i.e. historical 
disputes, contradictory political agendas, differences in the exhibition of 
symbolism and ideology, the formation of oppositional group identities, etc.126 
Often, disputes between groups involved in intractable conflicts have taken root 
in the collective identity experienced within the respective opposing groups, as 
an inherent air of malignancy has been dominating inter-group relations for 
longer periods of time. 
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Irreconcilable Fundamental Values 
The foundation for intractable conflict, and ultimately the reason for its 
persistence, is often to be found in the irreconcilable fundamental values to 
which the opposing groups of people adhere. Such fundamental values would 
include identity, religion, moral and ethical convictions. As long as both in-
groups and out-groups sustain an uncompromising attitude towards their 
respective values, inter-group relations are bound to stagnate in negativity as 
there will be nothing to agree upon.  
That is why the first step to reaching a hypothetical resolution is an 
acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the fundamental values of “the other”.127 
Prior to this acknowledgement, there will be no constructive options available 
to neither of the groups involved, nor to their potential mediators. Of course, in 
order to successfully identify the nature of these fundamental values, one must 
have gained a thorough understanding of the disputants involved, as well as an 
understanding of the issues over which the dispute has come to be.  
 
Conceptualizing the Conflict 
It is also argued that since intractable conflicts are often generated from a 
variety of instable factors, it is necessary to examine them from as many angles 
as possible when attempting to discover the sources of discord. For this 
purpose, paradigms can be used as tools for conceptualizing intractable conflict 
from different perspectives. This means looking into the given conflict using the 
spectacles of, for example, politics, sociology, medicine, communication, and 
biology.128 Different ways of conceptualizing the conflict facilitates a greater 
array of options to solve it.  
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An intractable conflict usually is not intractable from the moment it is 
generated. Rather, it grows intractable as groups gradually distance themselves 
from each other, to the point where sheer mutual hatred reigns supreme. As 
argued earlier in this chapter, once the wheels of conflict start turning they are 
not easily stopped, as inter-group relations worsen and the original dispute 
spawns more problems that escalate in all sorts of directions. Therefore, it is 
important to wind down the conflict so as to bring it to a more manageable 
level. This can be done by encouraging “ripeness”, the will to deescalate129, in 
between groups or among the leader figures of the groups. To do this, the 
factors strengthening “unripeness” must first be disabled. Such factors would be 
fear, misunderstanding, and mutual distrust.130 
 
Conflict Negotiations  
Third parties are sometimes brought into the picture as mediators, when 
such initiatives are necessary for the opposing groups in order to negotiate 
potential solutions. Although it would seem reasonable to expect that such 
mediators strive for a high degree of neutrality when trying to mend conflicts, in 
reality, mediators usually have their own interests in engaging in conflict which 
do not influence them directly, and consequently end up working in favor of 
one group rather than the other. Ideally, attempts to resolve conflict from the 
outside should endorse premises on which all opposing groups can agree, and 
from which these groups gain more or less equal opportunities.  
On the same note, mediators from the outside should observe the fact that 
the conflict in which they engage might be founded on different societal, 
cultural, and religious viewpoints than those they themselves exhibit. In spite of 
what knowledge they might have gained prior to engaging in the conflict, the 
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mediators will often have a hard time understanding its more evasive 
implications, such as the emotions that have built up in the disputants as a result 
of yearlong struggles and ceaseless exposition to suffering and misery. 
Therefore, conflict resolution is a joint effort between mediator and opposing 
groups131, so that it is ensured that the mediator respects the standpoints of the 
groups and does not try to police the situation by its own accord. Especially 
important is a consideration of the entire time span of the conflict, not just 
looking into the present state of inter-group conflict but also the events that 
have preceded it, as well as an understanding of how this combined knowledge 
of past and present may lend itself useful to potentially improve inter-group 
relations in the future. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter we have presented different aspects of social conflict theory. 
Based on the work of Pruitt and Kim, we have described the basic analytical 
tools of conflict study. Conflict is defined as perceived divergence of interest, a 
definition which carries with it a broad understanding of sources generating 
dispute between parties. Concrete as well as abstract interests can manifest 
themselves in specific aspirations, the rigidity of which will influence the 
severity of the conflict at hand. Parties engaged in conflict may employ 
different strategies of action, these being contending, yielding, problem solving 
and avoidance. Contentious tactics fuel conflict escalation, which ultimately 
leads to stalemate.  
Intergroup conflict is propelled by tensions in the development of intergroup 
relations, potentially strengthening the cohesion within each group, and 
consequently increasing the distance and animosity between groups. In order to 
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avert, or in the case of an already initiated conflict, mend such problematic 
relations between groups, ideas for resolution must be investigated. Specific 
conflict resolution theory has been formulated with this aim in mind, and 
resolution has been exemplified in situations of intractable conflict.  
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Chapter 3: Case Study – The Israeli-
Palestinian Conflict 
 
The conflict between Israel and Palestine is an obvious example when 
concerned with both collective identity and social conflict theory. For both the 
Palestinians and the Israelis, there is no doubt pertaining to who ‘the other’ is. It 
is clear who is referred to by mentioning merely ‘them’ or ‘the other side’. This 
‘other’ is extremely close because of the fact that, at least in Jerusalem, Israelis 
and Palestinians live next door to each other, and yet are so far away from each 
other because scarcely any constructive communication between the two parts 
takes place. In this chapter, we draw on our previously introduced theory in 
order to provide an analysis of the intergroup relationship characterizing the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We will use the theoretical considerations to 
illustrate both the collective identity as felt by individual members of the 
groups, and the conflict mechanisms operating as a consequence of the division 
of the people involved. Two kinds of case studies will be presented. Firstly, we 
analyze interviews conducted with Israelis and Palestinians, and secondly, we 
examine articles written in correspondence with the ongoing conflicts.  
Before engaging in the analysis, we provide a brief historical overview to 
clarify the context within which we are dealing with the case study.  
 
Historical Background 
Last year, the state of Israel celebrated its 60th birthday; unfortunately the 
ongoing conflict following in the wake of it is just as old. Hence, this birthday 
was not an ordinary one, as it was enveloped in the numerous conflicting 
interests of the parties involved, the interests of two peoples in one land with 
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different claims, many of which are historically based from both sides. A 
historical base forged from the collective memory of two different collective 
identities, within which the core of the conflict lies. For memory is not a 
photograph reflecting certainty, it is a product of stories told. It recounts actions 
and interactions with others that if sufficiently repeated, become consistent. So 
even though the two narratives are very much intertwined, they remain in many 
aspects irreconcilable because memory to a large degree is inseparable from 
identity. That is what makes this particular conflict obvious as a pivotal point 
when exploring collective identity, while at the same time making a brief 
objective historical account rather difficult. With this consideration, along with 
the fact that this project has originated from neither a historical nor a political 
perspective, the intention with the following historical account is not to deliver 
an adequate interpretation of a conflict that has given rise to abundant books 
and readings.  
However, in acknowledging that the foundation of any psychological 
approach to the conflict is deeply entangled with the political situation as well 
as the cultural background, we are aware that these matters cannot be neglected 
altogether. Therefore, in order to provide the reader, and ourselves, with a 
starting point, we have attempted to comprise a brief summary of the most 
important events in the shared history of the Israeli and Palestinian people, with 
consideration of the shaping and reinforcement of their collective identities. We 
will be taking our point of departure in the same events when writing up the 
subsequent case study, in which we will analyze the behavioral mechanisms 
which are present within the populations, as exemplified in a collection of 
qualitative interviews and newspaper articles contributing to the shaping of 
public discourse.  
The historical background of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict goes back a 
long way, as does both the Jews’ and the Palestinians’ specific emotional 
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attachment to the area which would later become the state of Israel. Presumed 
bloodlines and kinship with nomads coming from the Arab peninsula over 5000 
years ago is to be found within both peoples, but the main argumentation for 
belonging and claim to the specific area is based on religion. As most Israelis 
are Jews, they refer to the Old Testament in attempting to legitimize their claim 
to the land which, according to their religion, was promised to Abraham by God 
himself. Also, there exists an immense attachment towards the Western/Wailing 
wall in Jerusalem, which is the only remnant of the Jewish temple once standing 
there.  
The majority of Palestinians, on the other hand, are Muslims, who, in order 
to claim their right to live in and around Jerusalem, among other things refer to 
the fact that the Dome on the Rock where the prophet Muhammad according to 
Islam should have “ascended to heaven after his Night Journey”132 is located 
within the city. Although this association and feeling of belonging to the 
specific area is anchored in ancient times and stories for both peoples, their 
opposition to one another arose fairly recently. After World War I, where 
Britain and France had colonized the area, both the inhabitant Arabs and the 
immigrating Jews in Palestine started establishing states of their own, and it was 
here that the construction of an Israeli identity opposing the Palestinian people 
emerged.  
This led to several encounters between the two peoples which resulted in 
Britain’s interference during World War II where the Jewish immigration was 
sought reduced. However, after the war ended, thousands of Jewish survivors 
from the Nazi exterminations across Europe traveled to Palestine where they 
hoped to start a new life. In 1948, this development caused the UN to divide 
Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab part, hereby acknowledging the state of 
Israel. The introduction of the state was the beginning of a consistent national 
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narrative for the Israelis, whereas the spreading and disintegration of the 
Palestinians prevented them from achieving the same sense of historical 
integrity. At that time, the Jewish people, who constituted 33% of the 
population and owned less than 10% of the land, were given about 56%133 of 
Palestine and the rest remained with the Palestinians. This distribution led to 
obvious geographical clashes between citizenship and identity, creating the 
minorities of Arab Israelis and Israeli Arabs. By law, the Jewish people now 
had an unconditional legal right to become Israeli citizens, which emphasizes 
the collective idea of a national spirit. This fundament for a strong Jewish 
nationalism, rather than the notion of an Israeli collective identity, has since left 
the Arab citizens of Israel with a continuously difficult task of defining one 
identity within the state. A precarious situation was thus created, and it would 
go on to cause many wars in the years to come. 
Already on May 14, the day after the UN recognition of the state of Israel, 
the five armies from the Arab countries of Egypt, Trans-Jordan, Syria, Lebanon 
and Iraq initiated an invasion. When the war ended in 1949, 70% of the 
Palestinians in the area were fugitives and Israel had, with significant help from 
the United States, gained control of 78% of Palestine. 
In 1967, Israel was attacked by its Arab neighbors again. In only six days – 
hence the name the Six-Day war – Israel not only gained control of the Sinai 
Peninsula and the Gaza Strip from Egypt, but also took the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem from Jordan as well as the Golan Heights from Syria134. After more 
futile attacks from Egypt and Syria in 1973, the Palestinians began to realize 
that the military support from their Arab neighbors would not be sufficient to 
“liberate” Palestine. Through the 1980s, the situation worsened for the 
Palestinians. Well educated people emigrated as the unemployment rate 
increased. Eventually the unstable conditions and the Palestinian frustration 
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concerning the occupation resulted in what was to be known as the first Intifada 
(Arabic for ‘shaking off’). It started on December 9th 1987 as a demonstration in 
Gaza began to spread to the rest of the Palestinian areas escalating into a 
rebellion. This uprising in the occupied regions provided the Palestinian 
national movement with a much needed advancement, as it managed to 
establish a shared understanding of Palestine being “the centre of gravity of 
Palestinian politics”135. At the same time, the grassroots reaction was 
temporarily able to claim the role of the victim in the world media, a position 
that to a large degree had been held by the Israelis.  
The Palestinians demanded a state of their own, side by side with Israel and 
they wanted Jerusalem, or parts of it, as their capital. It was with these demands 
that the Palestinian leader Yassir Arafat, in all secrecy, negotiated with Israeli 
and American politicians during the Intifada. This was the beginning of what 
was to be referred to as the “peace process”136. During the first Gulf war, the 
United States of America had promised to convene an international conference 
concerning the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in return for French and Arab 
support. The result was the Madrid Conference in 1991 and the process 
continued with several meetings between delegations and negotiators from the 
parties involved. Some of the most important results of these negotiations were 
the peace agreement between Israel and Jordan and the Oslo Accords137 which 
gave back the control of parts of the West Bank and Gaza to the Palestinians. 
Furthermore, the accords plotted a course for further negotiations and at the 
Camp David Summit in 2000, the remaining disagreements concerning the 
future of Jerusalem and the Palestinian fugitives was sought resolved. The 
negotiations, however, did not proceed as intended and ultimately broke down, 
thus bringing about the second Intifada which has yet to end officially. 
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This Second Intifada, also called the al-Aqsa Intifada, has been less popular 
and without the common touch of the first as it is based on religion to a much 
higher degree and thereby becomes more uncompromising. At this point, the 
rebellion has turned into a war of attrition, and after Israel repossessed a number 
of towns along the West Bank in 2002, suicide bombings have become a 
substantial element in the Intifada. The Israeli reaction towards the second 
Intifada has been equally brutal and massive military operations have been 
carried out, so far culminating in the recent launch of a week-long air strike, 
followed by an Israeli ground offensive in the Gaza Strip. 
 
Following this historical account, we will attempt to analyze the conflict 
from a number of specific angles, in order to significantly delimit our 
problematization of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict. We have chosen to narrow 
down our focus point so as to prevent ourselves from trying to do too much, 
with special consideration of the fact that an analysis of the all implications of 
the conflict would be far too daunting a task to take upon ourselves. Our case 
study will then present analyses of different ways in which we can make sense 
of the mechanisms at work within the groups of Israelis and the groups of 
Palestinians on an overall scale. Throughout the course of performing these 
analyses, we will draw on different theories of psychology, sociology, cultural 
studies, educational studies, and the theories specifically oriented towards 
conflict mechanisms, all of which have been presented and elaborated in the 
theoretical part of our project.  
 
Case Study: Qualitative Interviews 
Throughout the process of writing this project, it was important for us not 
only to understand theory regarding group conflict and trauma, but also to be 
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able to see it in actual events. We believe the theories we have chosen to study 
so far can be applied to many cultural conflicts in numerous different settings. 
We chose to focus on one conflict only, albeit a highly complex one consisting 
of many interrelated issues, as explained in our introduction. 
It was not possible for us to conduct our own studies and interviews. 
Instead, we found the interviews conducted by Moises F. Salinas useful and 
they will be the main focus when creating this analysis. Salinas holds a PhD in 
educational psychology, and teaches and researches at central Connecticut state 
university. 
 
Method 
His book, “Planting Hatred, Sowing Pain”, was published in 2007. By 
looking into subjects such as stereotypes, dehumanization and conflict theory, 
his intention is to explore why peace has not yet been established in the long 
lasting Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  
In addition to his theoretical, work Salinas has conducted interviews 
portraying attitudes from both sides of the border. 
The interviews were carried out by university students with the same mother 
tongue as the interviewees. Salinas holds that the eight interviews included in 
the book were selected because they are, in his opinion, representative of both 
societies. 
The results were translated to English with the help of local students, to 
make sure the translation was as accurate as possible. From these, Salinas chose 
eight interviews which he states, “… were selected because they are, in my 
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view, good examples of what average people think and feel in each of the 
different areas that each one of the chapters of this book covers.”138 
This clearly affects the objectivity of the interviews since it was up to him to 
choose. However, since the questions are very direct, i.e. “So, can you tell me 
what is your opinion about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict?”139, and as the author 
has chosen not to analyze the interviews, we as readers are not colored by the 
conclusion of such an analysis.  
We were not present at the time of the interviews and as such there is a risk 
that much knowledge of the interview situation has been lost. Even so, we argue 
that they are useful to our project because they give us information that we 
would not otherwise have had access to.   
Out of the eight interviews in his book, we have chosen four that were 
particularly interesting to our project. The four interviews illustrate some of the 
main aspects of social identity and conflict we have dealt with in the first two 
chapters. Neither of the first two interviewees, an Israeli woman and a 
Palestinian man, believes that there can be peace. However, the interviewees of 
the third and the fourth interview argue that peace can be found. 
 
Analysis of Interviews 
Ana, lives in Tel Aviv p.15-20  
 
“Ana is a 20-something Jewish woman from Tel Aviv. She is a student 
and is not particularly involved in any political group.”
140 
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Ana used to be a member of Meretz, an Israeli left wing party. Her attitude 
has changed and she now supports more right wing parties. By her own account 
the riots in 2000141 was the reason for this change. She experienced that not only 
were the Palestinians responsible for killing Jews, they also manipulated the 
media to their advantage.  
“After that I understood that there is nobody to talk to. They are murderers, 
there is no partner for peace, only a partner for war.”142 
In this lies a paradox. She criticizes the fact that the Palestinian side has 
used the media to strengthen their cause but does not discuss the role of the 
Israeli media. In our discussion of social representation we touched briefly upon 
the role of the media, and how this can be utilized to an advantage in the way 
different groups are represented in certain ways, making perceptions open for 
manipulation. In some situations, contemporary media uphold social 
representations and are able to make them mainstream through texts and 
images. 
It is highly likely that Ana’s opinions have been influenced by pro-Israeli 
beliefs. In other words, she accuses the Palestinians of being biased, without 
acknowledging that she could be just as biased herself.  
Ana is very aware of the social categories which constitute the conflicting 
groups. She uses a very powerful rhetoric of “us vs. them”. She is identifying 
herself and her own group in the context of the experience of the “Other”, 
thereby defining the in-groups and out-groups to which she belongs. She can 
also be seen as displaying a commitment to her own in-group as an abstract 
conception, considering that she has not experienced the conflict directly, but 
only at a distance and through the media. She comments on this experience of 
the conflict through the media, which may affect her mindset. She does not 
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mention any goals as such, so it seems as if she is more committed to the 
concept of the group, thereby running the risk of conforming to her group at the 
expense of her own values and norms, without any concrete reasons to do so.  
Ana’s statements might also serve as an example of victimization, as she is 
more likely to remember actions and events that support her own beliefs. 
Because she concentrates on the effects the Palestinian actions have had on 
Israeli in-group members, she pushes away feelings of empathy to the out-
group, which is what we have outlined in the theory of victimization. This lack 
of empathy can, as discussed elsewhere, cause the gaps between the two sides to 
increase. 
Ana states that in some instances the leaders of Israel should have been 
more informative toward the population, but does not seem to see this as a 
major mistake. She considers that she would have had a different opinion on the 
actions taken if the leaders had been more open with their plans. Even though 
this could be seen as a flaw in the leadership’s understanding of the needs of the 
people, Ana does not consider this a weakness.  
 
 Hussein, lives in Nazareth, p.52-54 
 
“Hussein is a 30-year-old professional, who used to live in the occupied 
territories but now lives inside Israel. He is married and has a young 
daughter. He used to be a member of the radical Peoples Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine, and to this day, he supports their positions.”
143
 
 
Hussein supports any organization that will give back the entire land to the 
Palestinian people. From his interview we can tell that he is strongly connected 
to this group goal and he explains that he sees any Palestinian actions inside 
Israel as “heroic”. In characterizing violent actions as such, he is effectively 
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disregarding the consequences of the action he condones. He clearly views the 
out-group as an object, instead of recognizing it as collection of individuals 
such as himself. This type of social categorization leads to a sustaining of the 
circle of violence, as the negative consequences of individual actions are 
ignored.  
As discussed within the theory of social groups, the individual will feel 
closer connected and attracted to the group if it is perceived as a means to a 
goal. Hussein feels a strong attraction to the groups that will pursue his goal of 
establishing a Palestinian state for him. We can also see a strong emotional 
reaction on behalf of his in-group when it is challenged by the out-group. A 
strong connection to the group will bring about cohesiveness. Such attachment 
to the group can evoke intense feelings in the members if they feel the group is 
wronged.  
He explains, “And every person who sees his brother or some other relative, 
or a friend, who got killed in front of his eyes by the Israeli army, then you 
should expect from him that he will go ahead and blow himself up in the middle 
of Israel.”144 
Thus he legitimizes the actions of his in-group without revealing sympathy 
or considerations for the out-group. This emotional reaction is evoked on the 
background of the group being challenged by an opposing out-group.  
In our section discussing the notion of deindividuation, we found that when 
an individual identifies with a group he may direct less attention inward, 
thereby affecting how the individual perceives the consequences of his own or, 
in this case, his group’s actions. We cannot know whether Hussein was able to 
see the out-group as a collection of individuals earlier on, but it is clear that now 
he generalizes all Jews. This can be seen as a process of victimization, as 
Hussein and his group has been challenged and wronged by the out-group. This 
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creates a strong connection to the in-group, and powerful stereotyping of 
members of the out-group, thereby accentuating differences and facilitating the 
categorization of “us vs. them”. However, he does not once mention that his 
own in-group has also committed violence, which is an example of the creation 
of collective memory, where the past is colored by the views of the groups 
people belong to. 
He, as Ana in the previous interview, does not believe in a peaceful 
solution. 
 
 Abu Muhammad, lives in Gaza, p.117-120 
 
“Abu Muhammad is in his mid-fifties and has been a blue-collar 
worker all his life. He is married with a large family, and for many years, 
he worked in Israel in close contact with Israel managers and co-workers. 
Currently, his son is undergoing cancer treatment in a major hospital near 
Tel Aviv.”
145 
 
Due to the fact that Abu Muhammad worked inside of Israel for 30 years he 
has had close contact with Israelis. He characterizes his co-workers back then as 
work friends but that the relationship to them was not the same as with his 
friends from home. When his son became ill the best treatment he could get for 
him was in Israel and thus he had to return. His closest relatives and friends 
attempt to dissuade him from taking his son to Israel. Instead, they believe it to 
be much safer and less of a hassle to take his son to Egypt. But in fact Abu 
Muhammad experienced that the hospital staff in Israel treated his son like 
everyone else. While staying at the hospital he talked with other parents of very 
ill children, “… and I saw that they want for their children that I want for my 
children.”146 
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This is a positive meeting with the out-group where he discovers 
similarities. He cannot say for sure that his feeling towards Israelis has changed 
from before he had these experiences. However, those of his friends and family 
who have not had the same contact with the Israelis where certainly more 
skeptic and had their doubts.  
As elaborated in our theory section, a focus on what the groups have in 
common instead of where they differ can pave the way for peace, when 
individuals employ processes of inclusionary recategorization. Abu Muhammad 
has seen that both sides suffers from the continuous conflict and thus feels 
sympathy for the other side.  
“Both sides do things that are not nice to one to the other… Our side also 
does not always do good things…. They will begin to think positive things and 
be scared less from each other.”147 The positive experiences that Abu 
Muhammad has had with the out-group contribute to his positive emotional 
reaction toward them, despite his own group’s mistrust. This can be seen as an 
example of an attempt at recategorizing individuals to a higher degree as 
individuals as opposed to the very rigid definition of them as members of out-
groups. This will help eliminate perceived differences between the groups, 
reducing the risk for conflict. In connection with this, he states that is the 
leaders’ job to help with this process of creating understanding and tolerance 
between the two populations.  
His connection to the in-group might not be as strong as for example 
Hussein’s in the previous interview. However, he maintains a high degree of 
identification with his own group when he states that the friends he had in Israel 
would never be as close as the ones from his own in-group.  
We can see that interpersonal and group attraction and sociometric 
connections influence the individual’s experiences with the different social 
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groups he encounters. Abu Muhammad can see that the Israeli doctors can help 
him pursue the goal of treating his son’s cancer, and he is therefore more 
positive toward the out-group. He has also had positive personal relationships 
with Israeli citizens, which plays a role in his perception of the social group 
which is in opposition to his own. We can see then how interpersonal 
relationships can affect the attraction to groups.  
 
 Yoav, lives in Haifa, p. 121-124 
 
“Yoav is 36 years old, married with a young daughter. He is a software 
engineer and also an activist in the Peace Now movement. The interview 
was completed two days after two Israeli soldiers were kidnapped by 
Hezbollah in Lebanon and when the Israeli air offensive was just 
beginning.”
148 
 
In the Peace Now movement Yoav and the other members seek to find 
peace between the two people. Israel should, in his opinion, be willing to give 
up land areas. Israel and Palestine should both acknowledge each other and 
exist side by side. In his view: “We must trust the Palestine people, they are not 
all the same, most of them believe in peace and want it.”149 
As Abu Muhammad in the previous section, Yoav recognizes the 
Palestinian people as a composition of individuals. He does not think of the out-
group as a homogenized and evil stereotypical group. “We need to remember 
that the Arabs are people too just like us full of beliefs and like us there are 
extremists amongst them.”150 This recognition of similarities is beneficial to 
downplaying the differences between the two groups, when the individuals 
employ strategies of inclusionary recategorization.    
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This is noticeable since he has in fact been a part of critical conflicts as a 
combat soldier. An experience like that could have meant that he would have 
lost all sympathy for the Palestinian people. Instead, Yoav’s attention has been 
lead to human suffering in general also showing that he has a lower sense of 
commitment to his in-group than for example Ana, from the first interview, had.  
Even though he may not define himself to such a high degree according to 
the conflicting national groups, he identifies very strongly with the Peace Now 
movement which he is a member of. He may be defining himself as an ideal 
member of this group, as he perceives an ideal member is. He is extremely 
willing to compromise in order to establish peace, and this may be evidence of a 
polarization effect, as a technique for defining the group and one’s identification 
to the group.  
In keeping with his will to compromise, Yoav sees the duty of the state of 
Israel is to disregard the question of who is right or wrong in the conflict, and 
concentrate on finding a solution through compromise. This would require 
leadership based on ethics of consequence and utility, where the peace which 
could emerge would be the defining factor of the decision-making process.  
Even though his opinions seem peaceful, he does call those who wish Israel 
destroyed extremists. He is only willing to acknowledge those who want peace 
on the same terms as himself.  
 
Collecting Thoughts 
In this section we will sum up and discuss the important points that have 
been found in the previous analysis of the four interviews. 
Ana and Hussein, the subject of the first two interviews, do not believe that 
peace can be achieved. Both have little faith in their countries’ leaders. 
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The following two subjects, Yoav and Abu Muhammad, do however believe 
that peace can be found.  
We have suggested that experiencing the loss of family and friends by the 
hand of the out-group can have a negative effect on how the subject feels 
towards the out-group. However, we found that Ana and Yoav, who have both 
encountered such incidents, reacted in very different ways. In the following we 
will further discuss the findings and their implications. 
In our work with these interviews, we have attempted to reach a greater 
understanding of the conflict by looking at the individual psychological 
mechanisms at work in such a situation. Even though the conflict is functioning 
on an intergroup level, we see society as being constituted by individuals 
interacting with each other and within their respective groups. We wish to use 
these interviews to help us create an understanding of the way in which 
interpersonal psychological mechanisms help fuel the conflict.  
In the following we will present some considerations on why some of the 
mechanisms presented in our theory section were more easily identifiable in the 
interviews than others. It is difficult for individuals to simultaneously be aware 
of all the mechanisms at work within the conflicts they find themselves in. The 
individuals might consciously recognize some of the processes but may not be 
able to grasp the role of them in the conflict. Furthermore, those of the 
mechanisms that are not obvious to the individual might also fuel the conflict 
making them the most important to understand in such an analysis.  
As an example of a mechanism which is very present in the interviews, we 
will here discuss the role of victimization. Victimization legitimizes the 
continuation and escalation of the conflict. If both parties employ these 
strategies of victimization, whether at a conscious or unconscious level, it will 
undoubtedly result in a stalemate. We see victimization as contributory to the 
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creation of some collective feelings, which ultimately leads to the reinforcement 
of the collective identity we find present in the group conflict. 
We view victimization as one of the mechanisms which is clearly at work 
within the populations involved in the conflict. From here we will consider 
which functions are less obviously at work, but have the potential to be equally 
important.  
As an example of this, we see that deindividuation is a factor which has the 
potential to affect individuals to a high degree, but which in nature is not easily 
made conscious. When the individual focuses on the needs of the group and acts 
on its behalf, he is not actively acknowledging his own internal values, leading 
to his conforming to the group. In this process, he disregards the consequences 
of the action he takes on behalf of the group, or the actions of the group as a 
whole. This makes the in-group more homogeneous in its behavioral patterns, 
and furthermore leads to the clear distinction of the out-group in opposition as a 
group, and not as a collection of individuals. However, as the process of 
deindividuation involves an exaggerated focus on the group at the expense of 
the individual’s values and norms, it can be difficult to expose and affect.  
Within these interviews, it can be seen that individuals employ a number of 
different psychological strategies in order to define themselves according to 
their place within a region in turmoil. Even though they are taking part in a an 
intergroup conflict, which can be understood and analyzed on the basis of 
conflict theory on a larger scale, we argue that it is just as relevant to consider 
what takes place on the interpersonal level within such a charged situation.  
Exactly because of the passions involved in the conflict we cannot imagine 
an analysis which did not take into account what happens at street level. 
Although we can see that much of the conflict is occurring on the group level, it 
is crucial not to forget that groups are constituted of individuals and that any 
solution must be implemented and accepted by individuals in order to have any 
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impact whatsoever. Furthermore, the sparks that fuel the creation of 
disagreements and violence that facilitate the creation of these group processes 
such as the creation of collective memory come from the actions of individual 
members of the conflicting groups.  
It is clear that the psychological mechanisms we can see at work in these 
interviews are employed by individuals in order for them to understand and 
cope with the world they live in. The social categorization mechanisms which 
define people’s in- and out-groups also help them to understand who they are 
and what their place in society is. It is when these psychological strategies are 
employed on the basis of negative events and emotions that this can lead to be 
assistive of escalations of conflicts.  
We claim that the mechanisms we have discussed in our theory section are 
the most prevalent psychological processes involved in the creation of such a 
conflict. Some of the theories are more obvious than others, yet the processes 
which are not easily recognizable are the most important to put a greater effort 
into understanding, as these are the ones which are ceaselessly fuelling the 
conflict and preventing peace.   
Having looked into the mindsets of four individuals finding themselves in 
the midst of this conflict, we can see that the mechanisms of collective identity 
are very clear to be seen in the interviews. Furthermore, when considering the 
nature and characteristics of this specific conflict, we can see that the hostility 
between the two conflicting parties have taken root in the identification 
processes of the individuals involved. This is very characteristic of an 
intractable conflict such as this one. We can also see that in this way, the 
processes which facilitate the creation of a collective identity are highly present 
in the continued potency of the ongoing conflict.  
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Recapitulation 
Our case study of the interviews conducted by Moises F. Salinas provided 
an insight into Israeli and Palestinian attitudes towards in-groups and out-
groups, as perceived from personal perspectives. The most valuable points we 
extracted from these interviews were then based on individual experiences and 
interpretations of the collective identities of respectively Israelis and 
Palestinians, and they clarified personal standpoints to the different mechanisms 
of conflict generated as a result of the differing mindsets of the groups. 
 
Case Study: Analysis  of Articles 
We follow up on the first part of our case study by analyzing the conflict 
mechanisms between the groups from a broader perspective, and to this end, we 
look into articles written and published by Israeli and Palestinian news 
databases. Specifically, the articles we have chosen to analyze are “Why Should 
They Get A State?”151 written by Hagai M Segal and “The Moment Of 
Truth”152, written by Dr. Haidar Eid. 
 
Profiles of the Authors 
Hagai M. Segal is an Israeli-Jewish academic consultant specializing in 
issues such as terrorism and conflict, with a special emphasis on the events of 
the Middle East. He has been working professionally as lecturer, advisor, 
consultant, writer and commentator for a period of years. For this reason, we 
expect his article on the issue of the establishment of a Palestinian state to 
                                                
151 This article was brought in the Israeli internet newspaper”ynetnews.com” on the 27/4 
2009. For a view of the article, please see Appendix 2A 
152 This article was brought in the Palestinian internet newspaper ”palestinechronicle.com” on 
the 5/8 2009. For a view of the article, please see Appendix 2B 
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illustrate a sufficiently qualified understanding of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
for us to analyze it. Moreover, due to the fact that Segal is Israeli-Jewish, and 
that he writes for an Israeli newspaper, we expect that his viewpoints stand 
representative of the Israeli perception of the conflict, or at the very least that 
they are colored to the extent that he sympathizes more with his in-group, here 
broadly defined as the Israeli people, than with his out-group, consequently 
defined as the Palestinian people. The main target group of this article is the 
Israeli people. The purpose of our case study is to determine the disputes 
between Israelis and Palestinians, and to this end, it is necessary to analyze 
articles showcasing conflicting opinions in order to arrive at an understanding 
of the conflict itself. This is why we strive to have conflicting opinions 
presented within the chosen articles; to understand not the points on which 
Israelis and Palestinians can potentially agree but to understand the points on 
which they cannot, since these are the points generating the conflict.  
 
Dr. Haidar Eid is an associate professor from the Al-Aqsa University of 
Palestine, as well as a member of the groups “One Democratic State” and 
“Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel”.153 Judging from 
this information, it seems reasonable to expect that he is engaged in the 
implications of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and consequently, that he 
possesses a developed understanding of the opposing interests of Israelis and 
Palestinians. The article is mainly addressed to the mediators of the conflict. 
Agreeably more so than Hagai M. Sagal, Eid stands representative of an 
uncompromising and decidedly negative viewpoint towards his out-group, and 
on the basis of this, we expect his article to be worded accordingly with a 
sustained focus upon the differences between Palestinians and Israelis, rather 
than what similarities might be identified between them. Regardless of the two 
                                                
153 See Appendix 2B 
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authors’ differing degrees of extremity, however, we argue that our analysis of 
the articles will still provide the foundation for a subsequent comparative study, 
since they in effect serve the same purpose, namely to make clear the 
superiority of the in-group to which they are addressed, and the inferiority of the 
out-group to which they are addressed. When observed from an overall scale 
like this, it becomes apparent that the degree of extremity of the authors, and the 
wording of their articles reflecting this degree of extremity, does not interfere 
with our analysis of what intergroup relations and situations of conflict they 
describe. In other words, what we extract from the articles is the meaning of the 
claims, not the ways in which the claims are formulated. 
 
Finally, we argue that, although the articles are written by individuals, they 
still lend themselves useful in gaining a broader overview of the conflict as 
perceived by the opposing groups. The reason is that articles such as these enter 
into a public discourse upon their publication, and thus become relevant not 
only to the few people directly involved and endorsing the presented 
viewpoints, but also to the many people who are at the receiving end of the 
information they carry. The authors are quite obviously aware of these 
developments, and they will consequently present their viewpoints in advocacy 
of their respective people, thus initiating their stances on behalf of respectively 
the Israelis and the Palestinians. In this way, the articles constitute a war of 
words which is channeled by the authors and fought between the opposing 
groups of people to which they are addressed, thus gaining their significance as 
an overall perspective of the conflict. 
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Analysis of the Israeli Article  
The article entitled “Why Should They Get a State?” revolves around the 
initiative of establishing a Palestinian state. This state is referred to by Segal as 
an “enemy state”, a label which connotes several of the theoretical 
conceptualizations previously introduced.  
First and foremost, it makes clear that the author, and consequently the 
Israelis advocating his viewpoints, perceives the Palestinian group of people in 
its entirety as a common enemy. This represents the in-group/out-group 
relationship in its most extreme form, and is equally founded on the broadest, 
most alienating type of social categorization imaginable. It also speaks of 
generalization, stereotyping and ultimately, either a lack of ability or desire to 
portray the Palestinians in a constructive and informative way.  
When examining this reference from a conflict theoretical perspective, it 
becomes clear that the attitude of the author illustrates a case of contending 
strategy, a wish to make the opposing party surrender its aspirations of 
establishing a state of their own. As mentioned in our theory on social conflict, 
“Conflict exists when Party sees its own and Other’s aspirations as 
incompatible.”154 Thus, the intention is to advocate the prevention, or if 
necessary the destruction, of a potential Palestinian state, just as the intention of 
labeling someone as your enemy is to legitimize his defeat. 
 
Segal expresses a sense of bitterness towards the Israelis155 who argue that 
Palestinians “deserve a state”. He draws on past Israeli considerations in which 
the Palestinian people were not even acknowledged, as testament to his notion 
that granting them a state of their own is ruled out. In this way, he attempts to 
                                                
154 See chapter 2: Theory on Social Conflict 
155 Prime Minister of Israel Netanyahu, as well as the Israelis supporting him, accepts the idea 
of a Palestinian state sometime in the future. Please see the link for this article for more 
information. 
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tap into the collective memory of his people, confronting them with past 
considerations and agreements which do not take into account the progression 
the conflict has undergone since.  
We argue that in situations of escalated conflicts, and particularly 
intractable conflicts such as this one, disputants often lose track of the 
chronological implications bound to specific instances of conflict, and in doing 
so, they legitimize their actions on the basis of events and situations which all 
in-group members can agree on but which may no longer be relevant. This way 
of selectively looking back upon situations of agreement is also an attempt at 
empowering the in-group, by reinforcing cohesiveness that might have been lost 
along the way.  
 
In the process of strengthening the cohesiveness of his in-group, Segal also 
takes great pains in trying to shatter the cohesiveness of his out-group by 
demonstrating its lack of integrity. In doing so, he lists requirements that 
supposedly have to be met in order for a group of people to deserve their own 
state, his hypothesis being that the Palestinians possess none of them. These 
include longtime existence, cultural uniqueness, and previous experience in 
running a country.   
At first glance, it would seem that Segal has a relatively concrete perception 
of the issue at hand, insofar as he directs attention to the question of territorial 
spaciousness as the problem of having two co-coordinately established states, as 
well as the requirements for establishing a state. However, an abstract 
perception of the issue underlies his argumentation, since Israelis themselves 
originally legitimized their formation of what is now known as the state of 
Israel through their religious beliefs, not through a presentation of the factors 
Segal himself lists as requirements for establishing a state.  
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This paradox is founded on a clash between the entitlements felt 
respectively by the Israelis and the Palestinians. Both groups make claim to the 
territory necessary for establishing and maintaining a state of their own, 
however, it is not just the question of territory that shapes and reinforces the 
conflict. Crucially, it is the historical disputes of entitlement that supersede the 
current state of affairs which give rise to the ceaseless crossfire, and as the 
implications of the conflict are woven into this historical time span of mutual 
hatred and dispute, it becomes harder and harder to reach any constructive 
resolutions.  
As we argue in our theory, when a group of people is denied access to an 
entitlement which they collectively perceive to be rightfully theirs, in this case 
the entitlement to govern the territory and the cultural, religious and symbolic 
values that it connotes, conflict is unavoidably generated. The entitlement is 
connected to the fundamental values of groups which we have also mentioned 
in our theory. According to our theoretical considerations about conflict 
resolution, intractable conflicts often require mediators as catalysts for 
overcoming the disputes between groups directly involved, however, as we 
further argue, such mediators are often perceived by the opposing groups to 
have their own interests in engaging in conflicts, whether or not this is actually 
the case. In an ironic remark aimed at the efforts of the US to solve the conflict, 
and specifically the initiatives formulated by President Barack Obama, Segal 
shows his general antipathy towards intervention from the outside. Moreover, 
he specifically states that if Obama should decide on depriving Israelis of their 
state, although not allowing the Palestinians a state of their own either, “they 
(the Palestinians) may be sympathetic to the idea.”  
Firstly, the perception demonstrated here could very well be based on lack 
of intergroup communication, as it merely serves as a desperate hypothesis 
covering up actual possibilities of negotiation. Rather than providing 
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information about what role the US could assume for constructive purposes, any 
possibilities of negotiation are immediately shut down by the notion that all the 
Palestinians want is to see the downfall of the Israeli state. This is again a 
generalization of the Palestinian people, which expresses an alienating stance 
probably stemming from lack of communication between the groups. Secondly, 
what Segal attempts here seems closely related to the Persona/Shadow theory 
developed by Jung; first declaring the potential Palestine state a candid “enemy 
state” he then goes on to speculate about the intentions of the Palestinians and 
concludes that, as long as the state of Israel ceases to exist, the Palestinians will 
be satisfied, even if they do not get a state of their own. He thus presupposes 
that his own desire of employing a contending strategy towards the Palestinians, 
and defeating them as enemies, is mirrored in the Palestinians’ perception of the 
Israeli people. Consciously or unconsciously, he projects his intentions onto the 
out-group in order to appear more righteous and reliable himself.  
Segal portrays himself and the Israelis as the ones who are victimized in an 
attempt to justify a victimization of the Palestinians, a portrayal which is 
strikingly reminiscent to the spiral model previously presented. According to 
that model, both groups engaged in conflict insist that the other group is to 
blame for the victimization taking place, and de-escalation cannot happen due to 
the fact that constructive solutions from one group will be interpreted as signs 
of weakness from the other group. Obviously, none of the groups want to 
appear submissive to its opponents, so the conflict remains in stalemate.   
Another line of argumentation is found in Segal’s incapacity to understand 
why the potential Palestinian state is to be situated within the Israeli state. He 
argues that the Palestinian state should rather be situated among the “brethren” 
of the Palestinians, that is, the countries of Egypt, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon, 
than in Israel which is already spatially limited. Here, he is generalizing the 
neighboring countries as if they were one entity, and in effect, Segal pits 
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himself and the Israelis against the neighboring countries of Israel, by referring 
to them as the brethren of Palestinians, the perceived enemies. In this way, he 
not only excludes negotiations with the Palestinians and the US but also with 
several states of the Middle East, effectively refusing constructive 
communication that is not confined to the Israeli borderlines. This is again a 
sign of alienation stemming from lack of intergroup communication and mutual 
acknowledgement. According to Segal, the international community is 
deliberately victimizing Israelis, due to them maintaining racist viewpoints 
towards Jews. Segal thus labels the international community, as well as the 
neighboring countries of Israel, as anti-Semitic. These are accusations of 
apartheid which must also be an influential catalyst for generating conflict.        
If the groups involved in an intractable conflict do not accept the presence 
of a mediator, there is no way of encapsulating the fluidity of the conflict, as 
there is nothing to agree upon and thus none of the guidelines for constructive 
interference can function. The only opportunity remaining is that the conflict 
resolves itself through destruction, where one group comes out as the victor, the 
other one as the defeated. 
The bottom line is that Segal’s reasoning is selective and only takes into 
consideration what is beneficial for his in-group. This corresponds with his 
inability to acknowledge the out-group and the values and needs to which it 
adheres.  
 
Analysis of the Palestinian Article 
Having analyzed the first article we will now move on to the next one 
entitled “The Moment of Truth” before reaching a comparison of the two 
articles. 
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“The Moment of Truth” comments on the continuing Israeli attacks on the 
Palestinian people. Eid starts off by drawing a distinct line between his in-
group, “the brave people”, and his out-group, which he refers to not even as a 
group of people, but as “one of the strongest armies in the world.” In this sense, 
Eid glorifies the Palestinians for not yielding to the aspirations of the Israelis, 
and consequently generalizes the Israelis by reducing them to one large entity of 
warfare hell-bent on the eradication of the Palestinian people. He also advocates 
a sense of pathos, by providing information about the meaningless suffering of 
women and children, again to portray the Israelis as ruthless barbarians who 
show no remorse towards their out-group. Furthermore, he accuses the 
international community and US President Barack Obama of turning a blind eye 
to the suffering of Palestinians all around the Middle East, even arguing that the 
warfare implemented by the Israelis could not have been carried out had the 
mediators involved not been working to their advantage. The prevailing attitude 
seems to be that, if the mediators do not sympathize with the Palestinian group, 
the Palestinian group sustains an antipathetic viewpoint towards the mediators 
as well, without going any lengths to actively act upon the issues and thereby 
securing the support of exterior institutions. Eid accuses the third parties of 
being colored in their choice of which side of the conflict to stand by, however, 
he uses a slightly unconventional logic to prove his concern; he states that “If 
you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the 
oppressor.” In our theory dealing with conflict resolution, we emphasize the 
importance of the mediators exhibiting neutrality when engaging with the 
opposing group, however in Eid’s point of view, neutrality is insufficient in 
order to bring the conflict to an end. The reason seems to be that he considers 
the imbalance of power relations between the Israelis and Palestinians to be 
crucial to take into consideration prior to interference, since the Israelis act as 
the oppressors and the Palestinians as the oppressed.  
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According to Eid, conflict resolution requires an unambiguous favoring of 
the Palestinian people’s cause. However, Eid retains that the Palestinian people 
are strong, which he also clarifies through the frequent mentioning of “people’s 
power”, however, he still has an interest in arguing for their oppression in order 
to gain the attention of third parties. Eid’s argumentation is heavily influenced 
by his perception of a systematic victimization of the Palestinians, and this 
victimization is discharged into a very powerful sense of persistence from the 
Palestinians, who are described in very positive terms throughout the article. 
The wording is laden with sympathy towards the Palestinians who, supposedly, 
are being outmatched when it comes to warfare but who defy the enemy 
nonetheless. Thus, Eid selectively points to the victimization of the Palestinian 
people on several occasions, and effectively neglects all information about the 
Palestinians’ victimization of the Israelis. Crucially, he highlights the most 
extreme statements made by individual Israelis and attempts to make them stand 
representative of the general Israeli viewpoint towards the Palestinians, as can 
be seen in the quotes derived from an interview with an Israeli soldier. The 
soldier explains how you can legitimize homicide when representing a force of 
invasion in Gaza, without the necessity of relating to the victim in any way. 
This illustrates how the in-group only focuses upon individual out-group 
members when such individuals can be used to paint a negative picture of the 
group in its entirety. It seems like a stereotypical belief in the idea that, when 
one individual expresses himself with extremity, all members of the group to 
which the individual belongs must be thinking in the same way, regardless of 
how broadly defined his group is.    
Paradoxically, Eid compares the current state of Israel to the German Nazi 
regime, his hypothesis being that Nazism has influenced the consciousness of 
its victims over the passing of time. He thereby taps into arguably the most 
horrifying Jewish collective trauma and turns it against the Jews themselves. 
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This can be seen as an attempt to demoralize them by stating that they are no 
better than the people who originally were the cause of their sufferings. 
He refers to the Israeli “crimes” as a holocaust, but decides to use the 
Israeli-Hebrew word for it, “shoah”, thereby taking his enemy’s terminology for 
their collective trauma and turning it against them, creating an undermining of 
the Israeli national trauma. Just as the prevalent desire of isolating Nazi 
Germany under World War II, Eid argues that Israel should be cut off from the 
outside world. In other words, no negotiations should be carried through with 
Israel. Similarly, by comparing the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to South African 
apartheid, he is strengthening his arguments by exemplifying the situation in 
past conflicts, in order to put matters into perspective. In this way, the 
significance of the Palestinian struggles is seen in the light of other conflicts 
which the mediators might be better able to identify with. By referring to 
conflicts which have already been brought to an end, constructive results can 
actively be observed and hypothetically applied to the conflict at hand, so it 
seems that, if one follows the same initiatives as the ones followed which 
eventually ended other conflicts, it is taken for granted that the same procedure 
will end the conflict at hand.  
This is what Eid presupposes. He conceptualizes the conflict as being a 
universalistic issue to which everybody must relate, and he thus attempts to 
appeal to as many groups of people as possible in order to gain support from a 
high number of international institutions. His descriptions then contain a 
persuasive agenda, which is meant to gather support for his in-group, while 
leaving his out-group to fend for itself. He generalizes the Palestinian people by 
claiming that everybody have lost faith in the peace process and the two-state 
solution, which is also indicative of his lack of belief in the proposals offered by 
the international institutions. He uses irony to criticize the Israelis, when he 
refers to the Israelis oppressing the Palestinians in the West Bank as “zealot 
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soldiers”, which is an expression of bravery and heroism that is generally not 
appropriate to use when taking into consideration that it is aimed at a group of 
people opposing another group of people.  
 
Comparison of the two Articles 
Having now analyzed the mechanisms of collective identity and the 
development of conflict, as perceived from both the Israeli and Palestinian 
perspective, we turn to a comparative study of the two articles. First and 
foremost, we have found that the distinction between in-group and out-group is 
equally emphasized between both groups, and judging from the viewpoints 
endorsed by the articles, it is questionable whether any of the groups are 
actually willing to de-escalate the conflict. The most conspicuous reason for this 
seems to be that each group is passively waiting for the other to formulate 
constructive initiatives, and they expect the mediators to meet their demands, 
rather than those of the opposition. They both try to gain the sympathy and 
support of the mediators by portraying themselves as the victimized group of 
people, and also the most righteous one. Since none of the groups are willing to 
bow down to the expectations of the other group, alienation is allowed to 
prevail in the face of constructive solutions, and the conflict escalates and 
reaches a level of stalemate. As the groups distance themselves from each other, 
they strengthen the cohesiveness within their own group, creating even wider 
gaps between the two. As we have seen, generalization, dehumanization, and 
stereotyping is exhibited in the wake of such social distancing. Apart from 
legitimizing the actions taken by each group, the lack of ability or desire to 
understand the opposition makes it very difficult to reach any agreements.  
To sum up, we set out to investigate potential similarities in the processes 
creating collective identities of respectively the Israelis and the Palestinians. We 
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discovered closely related patterns in the two articles analyzed, since many of 
our theoretical considerations were represented in the viewpoints of the authors.   
 
Conclusion 
One important factor, which can be observed in both case studies, is the 
disregarding of the consequences generated from the actions of one’s in-group. 
Both Israelis and Palestinians have a tendency to focus exclusively on the faults 
committed by their out-group, not always realizing that they themselves might 
have influenced the escalation of conflict. None of the subjects analyzed, apart 
from those who believe that there can be peace, take initiatives of broadening 
their horizons towards the development of conflict, by looking inwards and 
acknowledging the problems for which they themselves might be to blame. As a 
result, in-groups will remain in the conviction that out-groups consist of 
individuals with the same frame of mind, and as such, it becomes easier for 
them to legitimize the goal of the in-group. Through social categorization, it 
becomes justifiable to perceive the group by the characteristics generally 
covering all individuals. Individual differences can conveniently be disregarded 
in this way. This paves the way for generalization, dehumanization, 
stereotyping and discrimination.  
Both the interviews and the articles bring in the role of the third party. It is 
clear that having a third party has been perceived as one way of starting the 
negotiations. As mentioned in Chapter 2, this solution is complicated but 
potentially the best. However, we found that in our case studies objects 
expressed reluctance towards the third party. It has not, in other words, been 
deemed neutral by both sides, which to some degree explains why a solution 
has not yet been found.  
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Both analyses, as we strived for, have given us a fuller picture of the 
conflict at hand. We have, to a certain degree, been able to see the theories we 
have dealt with in Chapter 1 in actual events and media describing them. It is 
still our opinion that the theories applied in the previous can prove themselves 
useful in other situations as well.  
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Discussion- Important Considerations 
 
The aim of our project has been to create a comprehensive theoretical work 
on the shaping and reinforcement of collective identities. For this purpose, we 
have chosen to bridge the gaps between the humanistic and social sciences 
which have this as one of their main fields of study. Even though we fully 
acknowledge that the different branches of science have their own particular 
theoretical traditions and approaches, we believe that their shared interest in the 
field is a good basis on which to find their common ground. We have shaped a 
synthesis of theory, which we hold to be an extensive yet concise tool for 
understanding the mechanisms of collective identity and conflict. We have 
shown through our case study how this theoretical amalgamation can be used in 
praxis to grasp the core issues at hand.  
In the following discussion we will touch upon the methodological, 
theoretical and scientific considerations which have particular relevance in 
regards to supporting the validity of our project. These considerations include 
thoughts on the nature of conflicts, the role of groups within conflicts and how 
these relate and interact with the concept of collective identity. From here, we 
move on to providing a broader perspective on the implications of our findings.  
 
Discussing Groups 
In the course of our work with this project, we have attempted to gain an 
understanding of what creates and sustains social conflict. We see social 
conflict as occurring between identifiable groupings within or between 
societies. However, we find it difficult to escape a consideration of the 
mechanisms on the individual level that also play a role in the fuelling of such 
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conflict. After all, it seems out of place to consider the workings of society 
without any regard for the individual actors who must function within the 
structures of the social world.  
In order to capture both these aspects of social conflict, we take our point of 
departure from both a sociological and a psychological tradition of thinking. We 
wish to understand the processes which drive individuals to extreme action, 
while maintaining a focus on the fact that individuals are in no way isolated 
entities, but are always influenced by and operating in the social world around 
them. Taking into account that social psychology does not see the individual 
without its social foundations, this discipline seems able to provide us with a 
good platform for approaching an understanding of the formation of collective 
identity, and many of our theories are taken from within this field.  
In attempting to understand conflict, which springs from the relations 
between different identity groupings, we see the social group as a sensible point 
of departure. Studying mechanisms within and between groups helps us 
understand the events that occur in the course of such conflict. However, when 
we attempt to apply our theoretical findings onto a real-life situation, we 
discover that the fabric of the social world is not as simple and straightforward 
as theory would make it out to be.  
When contemplating the social groups involved in conflicts, we see that 
there are not two black and white, directly opposed conflicting parties. Rather 
we find a multitude of competing factions, each with their own interests in 
looking after their specific members. In addition, the members of all these 
different factions seem to be able to possess more than one social identity, 
which in practice means that they are potentially more or less tightly affiliated 
with a number of competing groups. In other words, large-scale identity groups 
are most often comprised of a multitude of smaller sub-groupings with slightly 
varying interests, however, the broadly defined collective identity is still 
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germane. What this means for our project then is that we must realize that what 
we can identify in our work are the obvious and conscious connections and 
attachments people display. What we may have a harder time working with are 
the less salient social identities that people operate with on a daily basis.  
We claim that even though it is difficult on this foundation to explicitly 
identify all the psychological mechanisms in play within the patchwork of the 
social world, conceptualizing the processes that function is still highly possible. 
Establishing some form of structure in which social relations take place helps us 
to disregard feelings and passions and to a higher degree distinguish the rational 
from the thoughtless actions taken every day. As human beings and social 
creatures, we have a tendency to react according to instincts or emotions. If we 
can distinguish some of these universal patterns of action by which we all are 
affected to some degree, especially in crisis situations, we may be able to more 
calmly approach the issue in question. Therefore, we see theory as an important 
tool in the process of revealing the actual course of events of social life. Even 
though we employ many of these psychological mechanisms in our everyday 
lives, they are so innate that we rarely stop to consider the implications of the 
actions we take on their basis. Perhaps if we can clarify what actually takes 
place in the social relations of everyday life, we have a chance of breaking 
negative patterns or emphasizing positive attitudes. However, if these patterns 
of thought are never contemplated, there is no hope of changing behavior in one 
direction or the other, thereby efficiently crystallizing the human condition.  
Furthermore, when the different groupings are drawing upon historical, 
traditional and cultural similarities as well, and also acting on the basis of such 
similarities, we see collective identities playing into social life. The different 
contexts that the groups come from and thusly the cultural baggage they carry 
with them when they engage in social conflicts will affect the way they 
approach the issue in question. When we see the opposing sides from this 
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perspective, we begin to realize precisely what conflict theory states, namely 
that conflicts often arise on the foundations of divergence in perception.  
When considering collective identity’s role in conflict, we can see that 
collective identities can help us understand what creates this divergence in 
people’s perceptions of a given issue.  
 
Considering the Complexity of Conflicts  
As touched upon in the introduction to the historical introduction of the 
conflict, it has been our clear intention to make no attempts to determining 
neither political solutions nor make any accusations in light of specific 
psychological perspectives. In continuation of these concerns, it is important to 
mention that regardless of our continuous awareness of the pitfalls of the 
western ethnocentric point of view, that all of the group members represent, we 
have no other fundament to work from. It can be argued whether it is possible to 
analyze and explain phenomena and events within cultures and societies that we 
are not particularly familiar with, and a subsequent question regarding to what 
extent it is possible to even apply scientific methods and theory on cultures that 
does not incline to the same view, would be somewhat valid. Specifically if 
attempting to interpret occurrences, taking place on the basis of religious 
convictions exterior to the western frame of reference. Consequently we have 
chosen to take our point of departure from a broader perspective on collective 
identity and social conflict theory, in an attempt to identify some general 
approaches towards the conflict, thereby maintaining objectivity.  
We realize that the point of departure we have chosen leaves many aspects 
of the specific situation of conflict uncovered. To us, it was relevant to discover 
the individual processes that constitute social life, and in particular social 
groupings, and furthermore to understand what conflicts actually are and if they 
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possess any general characteristics which can provide us with a 
conceptualization of such a social phenomenon.  
As seen from our point of view, as participants of a western academic 
tradition within the humanities, this was a relevant point of departure for us. 
However, if we wish to understand the specific conflict that we are looking at 
from a broader point of view, we would have to take into account the more 
sociological groupings and aspects which also play a role in the fuelling of the 
conflict.  
To create a complete picture of a conflict as complex as the Israeli-
Palestinian one, it would be necessary to combine our approach from the 
humanistic focus on human behavior, with a more macro-sociological 
perspective. Furthermore, an approach from the political science point of view 
will complement such a study.   
We have made a conscious decision to disregard the direct role of religion 
within this conflict. We recognize that religion can be seen as a major factor in 
many of the world’s conflicts, however, we believe there are other interests and 
aspirations at the roots of these conflicts. Religion is often used to legitimize 
claims of entitlement, and to draw attention away from more determining 
factors. We also see religion as being in the way of possibilities for resolution, 
when it places beliefs in opposition, thereby minimizing the grounds for 
argumentation. When beliefs are at the core of an argument, there is no room for 
problem solving and negotiation.  
The nature of conflict is after all a divergence of interests, and therefore 
there will be disagreements as to the root of the problem in the first place. The 
understanding of conflict is thus complicated to an even higher degree when 
there are also discrepancies about what the issue actually encompasses. When 
the parties, or even their constituting factions, cannot reach a consensus on 
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which issues are most pressing, attempts at resolving the conflict become even 
more complex.  
 
Intergroup Understanding  
While our project has been formed on the premise that we can investigate 
the roots of conflicts situations in general, as a first step towards resolution, we 
do not present concrete plans thereof. That would be a task exceeding our 
capabilities; however, we do have some overall considerations which are worth 
mentioning. On the basis of our theory, we have stated that we believe the 
strategy of problem solving to be the most productive way of approaching an 
escalated conflict. We say this well aware of the many difficulties connected 
with the process of trying to get conflicting parties to work together towards a 
shared solution.  
Acceptance and agreement cannot be reached instantaneously, rather a shift 
in the mindsets of the disputants is necessary in order to secure lasting peace. At 
the level of interpersonal conflicts, this may be a comparatively straightforward 
achievement, while on a large-scale intergroup level the issue becomes much 
more complicated. As we have established, a large part of the reinforcement of 
collective identity is created through collective memory and cultural trauma, 
and passed down from generation to generation. Changing the mindset of an 
identity group is a process that takes time and requires willingness and 
dedication. An active effort of educating both parties about their own and their 
opponents’ situations may be the most effective path to reconciliation. 
Recasting the negative imaging, stereotypes and attributions that in-groups have 
of their out-groups, into more positive shapes will serve the situation 
constructively. We believe that generating an understanding between the 
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groups, and of the processes of collective identity and conflict, will provide the 
vital foundation for the resolution of social conflicts. 
 
The Broader Perspective 
While we in the report have applied our chosen theories to a specific case, 
throughout the process, it has been our goal that the theory used is applicable to 
intractable conflicts in general. As should be evident, many of the same 
mechanisms are in play in intergroup conflict albeit on different scales.  
By providing a broad introduction to theory on identity formation, it has 
been our aim to make the theoretical foundation of our project applicable in 
many situations, while in the course of the report we have slowly narrowed 
down our focus from a general approach to identity formation to a more specific 
consideration of conflict focused on large scale intractable conflicts. The 
conflict chapter thus has a somewhat more narrow approach, as it focuses 
mainly on intractable conflict on a transnational scale, rather than conflict in 
general. 
The fact that we have had the case study in mind throughout the writing 
process has certainly shaped the content of the report to a large extent. 
However, we have also kept in mind the relevance to identity creation in general 
as well as the capability of employing them in various situations. The 
mechanisms at work in intractable conflict as described in Chapter 2 should 
thus be of relevance in the understanding of a broad range of large scale 
conflicts. 
Being introduced to the case study at an early point of reading, the reader 
may have had this particular conflict in mind while reading the theory section. 
Nevertheless, we argue that this report will make just as much sense if applied 
to a different conflict situation, helping us to understand the foundational 
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aspects of such social disputes. The case study has thus been helpful to us by 
means of inspiration as well as in concretizing the matters at hand, keeping the 
theory firmly grounded in reality. 
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Conclusion – Understanding Collective 
Identity and Conflict 
 
We began this project because of a desire to gain an understanding of the 
social conflicts constantly arising in situations where people interact. 
Specifically, we were intrigued by the long-lasting conflict between the Israelis 
and the Palestinians. On this background, we developed this research question: 
”How can a synthesis of theory on the shaping and reinforcement of collective 
identity, and corresponding social conflict theory, contribute to an 
understanding of the mechanisms of large-scale intergroup conflicts?” 
We found that approaching the issue from the perspective of understanding 
collective identities would give us a wide angle of aspects to take into 
consideration when attempting to encompass this broad area of research. Our 
first considerations led us to ponder what aspects of social interaction 
contributed to the creation of these collective identities that provide fuel for 
such heated conflicts. We therefore began our study by researching these areas. 
We started out by looking into theory on the creation and meaning of 
personal and social identities. Even though personal identities play a role for 
each individual involved in the conflict, we found that the concepts applied in 
theory on social identity was more relevant for us to focus on. Following from 
this, the discipline of social psychology gave us a good platform for further 
work into understanding the social phenomena contributing to the conflicts that 
arise.  
We realized that the concept of social categorization plays a large role when 
individuals relate to the social world and others around them. This technique of 
dealing with the world leads to individuals grouping themselves and others into 
various in- and out-groups that they identify themselves according to. This can 
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consequently lead to stereotyping and other discriminatory and crystallizing 
effects when engaging in interaction with other individuals.  
Another concept we decided to look into was the social group as an entity, 
in order to understand the actual conflicting parties. We found that there were 
many psychological processes specific to the context of the group, and that 
many of these processes could be seen to play a part when conflicts arise 
between groups.  
Another factor we discovered had an influence on the groups’ actions was 
the concept of victimization, which determines the degree of empathy and 
understanding the groups show each other.  
We also considered the concept of collective memory as contributing to the 
creation of a collective identity, in the sense that collective memory helps 
determine how the groups view themselves and their opponents from the 
perspective of their own histories and cultures. Furthermore, cultural trauma is 
also seen as having an effect on the development of collective identities.  
Following from this research into theory surrounding the concept of 
collective identity, we moved into the realm of social conflict theory, in order to 
discover what mechanisms are functioning in such a situation. In this process, 
we discovered that social conflict is perceived as a divergence of interests 
between two parties. Furthermore, we delved into the processes involved in the 
development of a conflict, the escalation and point of stalemate. From here we 
also looked into tested methods of conflict resolution, and what is demanded 
from the parties in order to approach a resolution.  
In connection with the theory of social conflict in general, we have also 
researched the mechanisms of conflict within and between groups. In this 
connection, we discovered that many of the theories we had dealt with in our 
research on social groups could help us understand the processes that occur in 
situations of intergroup conflict.  
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After our work with theory within these areas, we decided to apply the 
theory in a case study in order to operationalize the knowledge we had gained. 
We created an analysis of four different interviews of citizens from both sides 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, where we were able to identify many of the 
psychological mechanisms we had worked with. This gave a more practical 
perspective to some of the abstract theory on identity formation which we had 
researched in the beginning of our work with the project. Working with 
qualitative interviews gave us a more thorough understanding of the individual 
situations and stories which take place in everyday life lived in the midst of an 
ongoing social conflict. 
In the sense that we wish to understand social conflict as a divergence of 
perceptions, and that we see this social conflict as occurring between two 
collectivities, we wished to operationalize the creation of these different 
perceptions that fuel the conflicting parties. In order to do this, we decided to 
create an analysis of a source of the creation of public perception, namely the 
media, specifically two newspaper articles. When we view these articles as 
contributory to the public opinion that helps drive the social conflicts that arise 
in the world, it is clear that looking into these can give us some idea of how the 
two disputants perceive each other, and thus discover some of the crucial areas 
of the conflict. This process has also given us a more thorough understanding of 
the nature of this conflict, why it is continuously persisting and how it can elicit 
such passionate action from the parties involved. Furthermore, in the 
recognition of these behavioral patterns, we see why the conflict becomes so 
difficult to resolve, when both parties continually reproduce the mechanisms 
leading to social distancing and an escalation of conflict.  
We realize the difficulty of the task we set out to undertake, but argue that 
we have contributed useful reflections on the nature of collective identity and its 
role in the social conflicts which spring up in the context of human interaction. 
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Even though we take a very distinct perspective on our research area, we still 
claim that our endeavor has merit. 
On the background of our research, we find that we have gained an 
understanding of how theories of collective identity, fused with theory on social 
conflicts, can help us contemplate the nature and characteristics of intergroup 
conflicts. We have exemplified this applicability of theory in a case study, 
where the contributions of theory are made clear through analysis.  
We see that when theory is collected and clarified, we can apply it to the 
reality of the social world. When the case studied is as severe as the social 
conflict we have been dealing with, we can hope that this clarification and 
thorough understanding of theory can lead to an unraveling of unclear ambitions 
and interests, leading to a mutual aspiration for attempting resolution. 
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Summary in Danish 
 
Resumé på dansk 
I vores projekt, Kollektiv identitet og konflikt – at forstå fællesskab og 
modsætninger, har vi taget udgangspunkt i arbejdsspørgsmålet “Hvordan kan en 
sammenstilling af teorier om dannelsen og styrkelsen af kollektiv identitet, samt 
teori om sociale konflikter, bidrage til en forståelse af mekanismerne bag 
konflikter mellem større grupper?”  
Vi har valgt at at se på hvordan kollektiv identitet bliver skabt, både i det 
enkelte individ men også på hvordan dette agerer i fællesskab med en større 
gruppe og på nationalt plan. Vi har valgt forskellige teorier til at belyse dette 
felt. Vi har gjort brug af teori om kollektiv identitet, bl.a. med fokus på sociale 
grupper, kollektiv erindring og kulturelle traumer. 
Derudover har vi brugt teorier om sociale konflikter, især med fokus på 
grundlæggende social konflikt, konflikter mellem grupper samt langtsigtigede 
konflikter. Vi har herigennem fået en forståelse af nogle af de mekanismer der 
ligger bag skabelsen af en kollektiv identitet.  
For at få en mere konkret forståelse af disse mekanismer har vi inkluderet et 
case study af den israelsk-palæstinensiske konflikt. Denne består af en analyse 
af fire interviews og derudover har vi også analyseret to avisartikler, 
henholdsvis fra en palæstinensisk og en israelsk avis, for at se konflikten i en 
større sammenhæng. 
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___________ 
 
Why should they get a state? 
 
Modern Palestinian demand for state stems from anti-Semitic desire to harass Jews 
-Hagai Segal 
 
Our independence celebrations this year will be held against the backdrop of the upcoming 
Palestinian independence. We are the only state in the world excited ahead of the 
establishment of an enemy state. Some groups around here are already planning huge parties. 
 
To our new government’s credit, it’s not taking part in the celebrations. As opposed to the 
previous government, it does not show religious longing to the 1967 borders. However, it’s 
making life easy for itself by focusing on reciting the security risks posed to us by the 
Mitchell plan: A second Hamastan, Qassam rocket attacks on central Israel, the right of 
return, etc. 
 
Netanyahu and his people are in fact admitting that the Palestinians deserve a state, but they 
claim that it won’t be safe enough to have one, and therefore it cannot be established now; 
perhaps we can do it later. 
 
It appears that even the most right-wing Likudniks ran out of the courage to question the 
basic assumptions entrenched here by the Left. Only 30-40 years ago, we were arguing 
whether there’s even such thing as a Palestinian people, and today there are almost no 
reservations over its demand for complete sovereignty. Its sophisticated PR agents managed 
to bring it into the family of nations via a fast tracked registration procedure. As opposed to 
what is customarily required, it was not required to present documents that prove longtime 
existence, cultural uniqueness, and previous experience in running a country. 
 
Yeshayahu Leibowitz once ruled that even a kitchen table is allowed to present itself as a 
people, and the Palestinians jumped on the bandwagon of this simplistic criterion. However, 
even Leibowitz refrained from arguing that every fresh nation immediately deserves a state. 
After all, earth is too small to contain all the different desires for sovereignty of the people 
who live here. 
 
Anti-Semitic trick 
The Kurds, for example, a people boasting a rich history and numbering 25 million souls, are 
forced to get by without a state of their own. The Basques, Catalonians, Corsicans, and Scots 
also have no state. Even the Native Americans, Flemish, the Copts and the Maronites have no 
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state. Therefore, it is quite odd that it is precisely the absence of a Palestinian state that 
preoccupies the international community and the Israeli consciousness. 
 
But in fact, it’s not so odd. The demand for the establishment of a Palestinian state, speaking 
of the recent Durban II conference, is another type of anti-Semitic trick against us. With all 
the giant states in the Middle East, it is the Jewish State that is required to share with the 
Palestinians the little territory that we have. Instead of our neighboring countries crowding a 
little more in favor of their repressed brethren, we are the only ones required to make do with 
less territory. 
 
All the archeological and biblical findings prove that we were here much before them, yet the 
contemporary narrative insists on equality of historical rights between us. 
 
The Palestinians claim to have lived here for many generations, yet they remembered to 
present their desire for self-determination only when we returned here from the Diaspora. 
They didn’t speak about two states for two peoples when the Jordanians ruled Judea and 
Samaria and when the Egyptians took over Gaza. They also said nothing when Damascus 
referred to Palestine as southern Syria. 
 
Their modern demand for independence stems from a desire to harass us. Should Obama 
suddenly proposes not to have any state here – neither ours nor theirs – they may be 
sympathetic to the idea. Try it and you’ll see. 
 
___________ 
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Gaza 2009: The Moment of Truth 
 
By Dr. Haidar Eid - Gaza 
 
Gaza has returned to its pre-massacre state of siege, confronted with the usual, conspiratorial, 
"international" indifference after 22 long days and dark nights, during which its brave people 
were left alone to face one of the strongest armies in the world -- an army that has hundreds 
of nuclear warheads, thousands of trigger-happy soldiers armed with Merkava tanks, F-16s, 
Apache helicopters, naval gunships and phosphorous bombs. Gaza now does not make news. 
It's people die slowly, its children malnourished, its water contaminated,  its nights dark, and 
yet it is deprived even of a word of sympathy from the likes of Ban Ki Moon and the 
president of "Change; Yes We Can." 
 
Israel could not have carried out its genocidal war, preceded and followed by a medieval, 
hermetic siege, without a green light from the international community. During the massacre, 
one Israeli soldier commented: "That's what is so nice, supposedly, about Gaza: You see a 
person on a road, walking along a path. He doesn't have to be with a weapon, you don't have 
to identify him with anything and you can just shoot him." 
 
When apartheid Israel decided to attack the northern part of the Gaza Strip in late February, 
early March of 2008, we were threatened with a greater shoah (Holocaust) by the deputy 
minister of war, then, Matan Vilnaii. Around 164 Palestinians, including 64 children were 
killed. What was the reaction of the international community? Absolutely nothing. In fact, the 
EU decided to reward the oppressor by issuing declarations of intentions to upgrade their 
trade agreements with Israel, which, needless to say, served as a green light for the current 
atrocities. On Sunday 18 January, Israel's Prime Minister Olmert, a war criminal by all 
standards, expressed his pleasure to six European leaders, over their "extraordinary support 
for the state of Israel and their concern about its security". In retrospect, the upgrading of 
relations between the EU and Israel in early December 2008 was a green light for the larger 
Gaza massacre of 2009. In spite of the war crimes committed by the IOF, and in spite of the 
obvious fascist make-up of the current government, the EU will continue to strengthen 
bilateral relations with Tel Aviv. 
 
Within this context, the anti-apartheid freedom fighter Ronnie Kasrils says: 
 
    “What [Hendrik] Verwoerd [the architect of apartheid] admired too was the impunity with 
which Israel exercised state violence and terror to get its way, without hindrance from its 
Western allies, increasingly key among them the USA. What Verwoerd and his ilk came to 
admire in Israel.., was the way the Western powers permitted an imperialist Israel to use its 
unbridled military with impunity in expanding its territory and holding back the rising tide of 
Arab nationalism in its neighborhood.” 
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March 2008 was, then, a rehearsal for Gaza 2009. Israel knew that it could go on committing 
war crimes fully equipped with an international conspiracy of silence. The international 
community did not react in March 2008: why would it do otherwise in 2009? That was the 
Israeli logic, and so it remains. Mind you, Israel's fascist foreign minister is of the opinion 
that Gaza should've been nuked. No wonder Adolf Hitler once said: "What luck for rulers that 
men do not think!" 
 
For those who accuse us of subscribing to conspiracy theories, we have this reminder: in 
2004 the Israeli Professor Arnon Soffer, Head of the IOF's National Defense College, and an 
advisor to Ariel Sharon, spelled out the desired results of Israel's unilateral disengagement 
from Gaza in an interview with the Jerusalem Post: 
 
    “ ... when 1.5 million people live in a closed-off Gaza, it's going to be a human 
catastrophe. Those people will become even bigger animals than they are today,... The 
pressure at the border will be awful. It's going to be a terrible war. So, if we want to remain 
alive, we will have to kill and kill and kill. All day, every day...If we don't kill, we will cease 
to exist...Unilateral separation doesn't guarantee "peace" - it guarantees a Zionist-Jewish state 
with an overwhelming majority of Jews...” 
 
Then, there is the view bluntly expressed in 2002 by Israel's then chief of staff, General 
Moshe Yaalon, and which I think sums up the objective of the hermetic medieval siege and 
the massacre: 
 
    "The Palestinians must be made to understand in the deepest recesses of their 
consciousness that they are a defeated people". 
 
Now, this is a total dehumanization of the Palestinians of Gaza. And West Bankers, here is 
the message for you: you'd better accept your fate as cockroaches, ready to be crushed 
willingly under the boot of a zealot Israeli soldier, or else. 
 
The resemblance of Israel's campaign of tribalistic racist hate both to that of apartheid SA 
and to Hitler's murderous regime has recently been articulated by Comrade Kasrils: 
 
    “Certainly we South Africans can identify the pathological cause, fuelling the hate, of 
Israel's political-military elite and public in general. Neither is this difficult for anyone 
acquainted with colonial history to understand the way in which deliberately cultivated race 
hate inculcates a justification for the most atrocious and inhumane actions against even 
defenseless civilians - women, children, the elderly amongst them. In fact was this not the 
pathological racist ideology that fuelled Hitler's war lust and implementation of the 
Holocaust?” 
 
In actual fact, if there is something to learn from Gaza 2009, it is that the world was 
absolutely wrong to think that Nazism was defeated in 1945. Nazism has won because it has 
finally managed to Nazify the consciousness of its own victims! Just think about the soldiers' 
T-shirts episodes. The courageous Israeli journalist Gideon Levy has written that Israel today 
looks very much like Germany in 1933. 
 
But now the urgent question is how to hold Israel accountable to international law and basic 
principles of human rights in order to forestall the imminent escalation? The most immediate 
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and pressing questions within this context are: what the nature of international solidarity 
should be and how it can best support the Palestinian struggle for self-determination. 
 
The South African apartheid regime came under repeated pressure from the international 
community and multilateral organizations such as the United Nations Security Council which 
passed countless resolutions against it because of its inhumane treatment of blacks. This gave 
much-needed succor to the oppressed, while we today are bereft of even this tiny comfort 
because the United States continues to use its veto to ensure that Israel escapes censure from 
the world body. 
 
Grassroots opposition to a brutal apartheid finally forced the US and UK and other 
governments around the world to isolate apartheid South Africa. They would not have done 
so without the pressure exerted on them by their own people. Israel needs to be isolated in 
exactly the same way as apartheid South Africa. Today, there is a growing mass-based 
struggle inside Palestine, as well as other forms of struggle, exactly as there was inside 
apartheid South Africa. An intensified international solidarity movement with a common 
agenda can make the struggle for Palestine resonate in every country in the world, thus 
closing off the world to Israelis until they open the world to Palestinians. Our goal now, as 
civil society organizations, is to lift the deadly hermetic siege imposed on Gaza causing slow 
motion genocide; marching towards the six gates of the Gaza prison has been tried and must 
intensify. This is what many activists, Palestinian and international, are planning to do. Our 
BDS campaign modeled on the South African anti-apartheid global campaign is gaining 
momentum as a democratic movement based on the struggle for human rights and 
implementation of international law. Our struggle is NOT religious, nor ethnic, nor racial, but 
rather universalistic: one that guarantees the rehumanization of our people in the face of a 
genocidal machine run by what Moshe Dayan would have called "a mad dog." 
 
The Palestinians of Gaza have lost faith in the failed  "peace process" and the two-state 
solution; hence, the desperate need for a new national program that can mobilize the masses; 
a program that is necessarily democratic in its nature; one that respects resistance in its 
different forms and, ultimately, guarantees peace with justice. The new, much-needed 
program, however, must make the necessary link between all Palestinian struggles: the 
occupation of Gaza and the West Bank, Israel's ethnically-based discrimination and rights 
violations of more than one million Palestinian citizens, as well as the 1948 externally 
displaced refugees. 
 
What we are constantly told, is either accept Israeli occupation in its ugliest form -- i.e. the 
ongoing presence of the apartheid wall, colonies, checkpoints, zigzag roads, color-coded 
number plates, house demolitions and security coordination supervised by a retired American 
general -- or have a hermetic medieval siege imposed on us, but still die with dignity. 
 
But, the lesson we learn from Gaza 2009, exactly like Sharpville 1960, is to harness all effort 
to fight the outcome of the Oslo Accords, and to form a United Front on a platform of 
resistance and reforms. This cannot be achieved without realizing that ministries, 
premierships, and presidencies in Gaza and Ramallah are a façade not unlike those 
inauthentic structures in the South African Independent Homelands. In a short story by SA 
writer, Najbuolu Ndebel, a young black woman comments on the generous offer given by the 
racist white government: "That's how it is planned. That we be given a little of everything, 
and so prize the little we have that we forget about FREEDOM." 
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This is exactly what Steve Biko, the hero of anti-apartheid struggle--who paid his life for the 
freedom of all South Africans-- meant when he said: 
 
    “Not only have the whites been guilty of being on the offensive, but by some skilful 
manoeuvres, they have managed to control the responses of the blacks to the provocation. 
Not only have they kicked the black, but they have also told him how to react to the kick. For 
a long time the black has been listening with patience to the advice he has been receiving on 
how best to respond to the kick. With painful slowness he is now beginning to show signs 
that it is his right and duty to respond to the kick in the way he sees fit.” 
 
And we, Palestinians, have decided to respond to the Zionist kick in the way we see fit. In 
Ndebel's story quoted earlier, a black intellectual makes it clear that "[he'd] rather  be a 
hungry dog that runs freely in the streets , than a fat, chained dog burdened with itself and the 
weight of the chain." These examples used again and again in the anti-Apartheid literature 
sum up the lessons we learn from Gaza 2009. In a word it is resilience. 
 
Archbishop Desmund Tutu of South Africa said, in a much quoted wisdom:  "If you are 
neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor." And as I said in 
an earlier article, while IOF were bombing my neighborhood, the UN, EU, Arab League and 
the international community by and large have remained silent in the face of atrocities 
committed by Apartheid Israel. They are therefore on the side of Israel. Hundreds of dead 
corpses of children and women have failed to convince them to intervene. 
 
We are, therefore, left with one option, an option that does not wait for the United Nations 
Security Council or Arab Summits: the option of people's power, as we have been repeatedly 
saying. This remains the only power capable of counteracting the massive power imbalance 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
 
The horror of the racist apartheid regime in South Africa was challenged with a sustained 
campaign of boycott, divestment and sanctions initiated in 1958 and given new urgency in 
1960 after the Sharpeville Massacre. This campaign led ultimately to the collapse of white 
rule in 1994 and the establishment of a multi-racial, democratic state. 
 
Similarly, the Palestinian call for boycott, divestment and sanctions has been gathering 
momentum since 2005. Gaza 2009, like Sharpeville 1960, cannot be ignored: it demands a 
response from all who believe in a common humanity. Now is the time to boycott the 
apartheid Israeli state, to divest and to impose sanctions against it. This is the only way to 
ensure the creation of a secular, democratic state for all in historic Palestine regardless of 
race, sect and ethnicity.  The Australian journalist John Pilger has this to say: 
 
    "What happens in Gaza is the defining moment of our time, which either grants the 
impunity of war criminals the immunity of our silence, while we contort our own intellect 
and morality, or gives us the power to speak out." 
 
Gaza 2009, with mass mobilization and international solidarity, is, therefore, becoming the 
guiding torch, not only for the Palestinian people, but also for the Arab world, towards a new 
Middle East, one that is, unlike Condoleezza Rice's ME, characterized by democracy and 
freedom. This is the least our resistance to religious exclusivism, xenophobia, and tribalistic 
world view should lead to. 
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- Based on a speech delivered via video link at a panel on "Promoting a Culture of 
Resistance" at the 4th Bil'in International Conference on Grassroots Popular Resistance. 
 
- Dr. Haidar Eid is Associate Professor in the Department of English Literature, Al-Aqsa 
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